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The law creating First Steps not only provided for the establishment and enhancement of
services directed toward young children and their families, it also established an evalua-
tion process for monitoring and improving the effectiveness of the First Steps program.
Under the law, an evaluation of the program effectiveness of First Steps is to be conduct-
ed by an external evaluator, and an evaluation report is to be provided to the South
Carolina General Assembly every three years. The legislation also stipulated that the
external evaluation be supervised by a three-person committee with two committee mem-
bers to be appointed by the General Assembly and one by the First Steps Board of
Trustees. The members of the three-person committee have worked with the First Steps
Board of Trustees and the Office of First Steps to oversee the external evaluation.

The First Steps Board of Trustees contracted with Child Trends to conduct the external
evaluation. Child Trends is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization in Washington,
D.C. that focuses on research and statistics on children and families. The three-person
committee has worked closely with Child Trends researchers to ensure that the evaluation
is impartial, comprehensive, and instructive, and we endorse this report as having all of
these qualities. We appreciate the cooperation of the many groups which have con-
tributed to this evaluation. We have enjoyed excellent working relationships with Child
Trends, the First Steps Board of Trustees, the Office of First Steps, and with the county
staff, board members, and service providers.

The evaluation focuses on the first three years of First Steps, a period which was domi-
nated by the process of developing and implementing a major statewide initiative. The
report includes key accomplishments, challenges, and directions for further steps. We
hope that all involved in this initiative to improve the readiness of our children to succeed
in school will find the report useful as a guide to the future.

Members of the Three-Person Committee:
David Potter

Susan Shi
Dexter Cook
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On June 28, 1999, South Carolina launched a comprehensive early childhood initiative
called South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness (First Steps). This ambitious and inno-
vative program is one of only a few statewide, multicomponent early childhood initiatives in
the country with the aim of improving children's school readiness. The initiative seeks to
accomplish this task by improving the efficiency and coordination of existing services to chil-
dren ages zero to five and their families, and by providing new services where gaps are iden-
tified.

The purpose of this report is to fulfill the legislative mandate for an external evaluation of
the initiative to be reported to the legislature on January 1, 2003.

Goals of the First Steps Initiative and Focus of this
Evaluation

The First Steps initiative has five goals, as specified in Section 59-152-30 of the legjslation.
They are:
1) Provide parents with access to the support they might seek and want to strengthen
their families and to promote the optimal development of their preschool children;
2) Increase comprehensive services so children have reduced risk for major physical,
developmental, and learning problems;
3) Promote high quality preschool programs that provide a healthy environment that will
promote normal growth and development;
4) Provide services so all children receive the protection, nutrition, and health care need-
ed to thrive in the early years of life so they arrive at school ready to learn; and
5) Mobilize communities to focus efforts on providing enhanced services to support fam-
ilies and their young children to enable every child to reach school healthy and ready
to learn.

Collectively, these goals indicate that all young children in South Carolina and their par-
ents should have access to services so that children can develop optimally and arrive at
school ready to learn. However, there is also a sense that targeting the most needy popula-
tion of young children in South Carolina is a priority, since they are the most at-risk of arriv-
ing at school not ready to learn. Thus, First Steps has a dual function: to improve the school
readiness of all of South Carolina's children and to address the needs of at-risk young chil-
dren and their families.

The programs implemented by First Steps were generally operational for less than a year
during the period the present evaluation covers. Consequently, this first evaluation report is
an implementation evaluation of First Steps in its first three years of activities. The evalua-
tion is an investigation of whether First Steps is "doing the right things in the right ways for
the right people." That is, has First Steps identified research-based best practices (i.e., the
"right things") and implemented them effectively (i.e., the "right ways") to serve the popula-
tions for which they were intended (i.e., the "right people")?

South Carolina First Steps and Further Steps 4



Findings and Conclusions

B All of the administrative structures called for by the legislation (i.e., State Board of
Trustees, County Partnership Boards, and State Office of First Steps) are in place. It was
a significant challenge to establish all 46 County Partnerships simultaneously. Indeed, it
took approximately two years to establish all necessary administrative structures and to
conduct county-level needs and resources assessments and strategic planning.
Consequently, programs had been serving children and families for at most a year, and in
many cases for shorter periods of time during the period covered by this evaluation. The
evidence indicates that all administrative structures are now fulfilling their mandated
functions.

W First Steps adhered to a set of guiding principles that are supported by research in early
childhood development. These principles include:

Focus on the whole child,;

View school readiness as a multidimensional construct;

Provide supports for all children;

Emphasize community mobilization and collaboration;

Provide an array of services;

Coordinate services;

Follow best practices;

Meet specific needs within communities;

Emphasize fiscal responsibility; and

Require accountability for efficiency, effectiveness, and readiness results.

It is noteworthy that the initial set of principles has not remained hypothetical, but has
been drawn upon to guide the actual implementation of the First Steps initiative.

B Programs of each type called for in the legislation have been implemented. Out of total
spending at the county level, 37 percent was spent on early education programs, 25 per-
cent on parent education and family strengthening programs, 17 percent on child care
programs, and 5 percent on health, transportation and other programs.

B There was substantial variation among the counties in the programs they selected to
implement. This is reflected in County Partnerships' strategic plans and spending alloca-
tions, and confirms County Partnerships' focus on local needs. However, in some cases,
obstacles delayed or prevented the implementation of all planned strategies. This was a
particular problem for health strategies.

W n this early period of program implementation, there is evidence that the quality of pro-
grams varies both across and within counties. For example, the Program Effectiveness
Reports (which provide program implementation information for nearly all First Steps-
funded programs) frequently called attention to the need for additional staff training or
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expertise. Specific resources were also identified as lacking in some counties (e.g., trans-

portation, qualified bilingual staff, and qualified health professionals).

® First Steps is engendering a "culture of accountability" regarding expenditures and pro-
gram implementation.

s Fiscal resources are being adequately tracked within a fiscal management system.
There is ongoing and detailed reporting of expenditures.

s Activities for nearly all programs (350 out of 351) carried out throughout the state
were outlined in Program Effectiveness Reports. These reports, while providing an
important "window" into First Steps-funded programs, were of varying levels of com-
pleteness and quality.

m  The system for tracking the number of children and families served is still evolving.
Reasonable estimates were only available for some program types. Efforts are now
underway to improve regular reporting of children and families served and services
provided. This is an essential step.

B First Steps has fostered collaboration and built capacity at the state and county levels in a
way that should enhance services for young children and their families. This was a high
priority in the legislation. There are numerous examples at the county level of programs
and agencies working in closer coordination, of efforts to improve referral networks, and
of joint initiatives by agencies or organizations to improve services for young children and
their families. At the state level, First Steps has contributed to such collaborative initia-
tives as the Child Care Coordinating Council.

Recommendations

B Now that programs are taking root, there is a need for increasing focus on program quali-
ty. Many specific recommendations for enhancing program quality are detailed in the
evaluation report and are summarized in the Executive Summary.

m Efforts should be made at the state level to provide advice and assistance on widely
encountered challenges in program implementation. There were certain challenges that
affected many counties, such as supplantation issues for health programs, lack of trans-
portation, and lack of qualified staff.

B Mechanisms are needed to share experiences across counties so that what has been
learned in one county can inform efforts in others. Counties have learned a great deal in
implementing programs and have indicated a desire to interact on a regular basis.

B Improvements in standardization and clarity of administrative procedures and require-
ments should continue. A procedures manual in fiscal management has proven very
useful, and such manuals should be developed for other areas.

B There should be continued training for Executive Directors and County Partnership Board
members. Substantial investments have already been made in training and technical
assistance, but there are ongoing requests for training in specific areas, especially in the
fiscal area.

ERIC

South Carollna Flrst Steps and Further Steps



® Continue to strengthen and streamline data collection at all levels. While the fiscal report-
ing system appears to be adequate for tracking fiscal resources, ongoing program imple-
mentation needs to be monitored with streamlined Program Effectiveness Reports. Also,
the system recently put into place for tracking family and child receipt of services needs to
be closely monitored. In order to insure consistency in the data collected by counties,
specifications for each item recorded need to be developed. In particular, unduplicated
counts need to be available for the next evaluation report.

As programs mature, it will be critical to turn to the formulation of an outcomes evaluation
focusing on children's school readiness. Guidance will be needed in determining appropri-
ate outcome measures to be used. In particular, careful attention is called for in the
selection of child assessments to be used within individual programs and in a statewide
evaluation. For a statewide evaluation, if budgets do not permit a state representative
sample using direct child assessments, caution will be needed concerning the use of the
South Carolina Readiness Assessment (SCRA) data for purposes other than its original
intent.

As First Steps programs become more mature and child outcomes related to school readi-
ness become available, the information on outcomes should be used to guide program
choice. That is, only programs that are shown to be effective in promoting school readi-
ness should be sustained in future years.

Adequate resources will be needed to sustain First Steps efforts and to move forward in
terms of strengthening the quality of programs, data collection, and administration of the
initiative. Spending by First Steps per child under age six in South Carolina, and per child
in poverty in this age range, is substantially less than in the programs to support school
readiness in the states of North Carolina and California. A review of spending per young
child and per young child in poverty needs to be carried out in order to develop reasonable
expectations for how much First Steps can contribute to children's school readiness. Such
a review will also be central in determining what can be accomplished in strengthening
the First Steps initiative in the ways noted in this evaluation.
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Text Provided by ERI

Executive Summary

Introduction

On June 28, 1999, South Carolina launched a comprehensive early childhood initiative called South

Carolina First Steps to School Readiness (First Steps). This ambitious and innovative program is one of only a
few statewide, multicomponent early childhood initiatives in the country. The legislation called for an external
evaluation of the initiative to be reported to the legislature on January 1, 2003.

This Executive Summary begins by providing an
overview of the goals of the South Carolina First
Steps to School Readiness initiative, the goals of
this evaluation report, and an overview of the char-
acteristics of the young children and families in the
state to whom the initiative is addressed. It then pro-
vides a summary of key accomplishments, chal-
lenges faced, and recommendations in each area
reviewed in the full report:

B Establishment of administrative structures and
collaborative processes called for in the legisla-
tion;

W Overview of fiscal information for First Steps, with
a focus on the 2001-02 fiscal year,

B Programs developed by First Steps in the areas of
early education, child care, parenting and family
strengthening, health and other categories;

m Recommendations for First Steps’ further steps.

Goals of the First Steps Initiative and

Focus of this Evaluation

First Steps is intended to improve the school readi-
ness of children ages zero to five in South Carolina.
The initiative seeks to accomplish this task by
improving the efficiency and coordination of existing
services for these children and their families, and by
providing new services where gaps are identified.

As mandated by legislation, the South Carolina
First Steps to School Readiness Board of Trustees
and the Office of South Carolina First Steps to
School Readiness (Office of First Steps) were estab-
lished at the state level to oversee the initiative and
provide technical assistance regarding its implemen-
tation. County Partnership Boards in each of the
state’s 46 counties were called upon to perform an

South Carolina First Steps and Further Steps

assessment of county needs and resources, to cre-
ate a strategic plan for programs tailored to meet
local needs, and to oversee the implementation of
funded programs. The State Board of Trustees and
County Partnership Boards include representation
from a range of sectors, including agencies serving
children and families, members of the state or local
legislatures, schools, parents with young children,
child care and other service providers, early child-
hood educators, the business community and the
transportation sector. The range of individuals and
organizations represented on the State Board of
Trustees and County Partnership Boards is intended
to foster communication and collaboration among
those concerned about and serving young children
and their families. Increasing communication and
collaboration at both the state and county levels are
seen as central to identifying gaps and duplication
as well as strengthening services.

As noted by Holmes (2002b) in his report on
First Steps’ statutory requirements, there are sever-
al halimarks to the First Steps initiative noted in the
legislation. One is that it supports school readiness
by increasing and improving the coordination of
services to young children and their families
(Section 59-152-20); second it requires that “collab-
oration, the development of partnerships, and the
sharing and maximizing of resources are occurring
before funding for the implementation/management
grants...are made available” (Section 59-152-21);
and third it requires strong accountability of prac-
tices, both fiscal (Section 59-152-150) and pro-
grammatic (Section 59-152-160). Accordingly, the
contents of this evaluation detail the activities con-
ducted over the first three years of First Steps in
establishing the administrative structures required
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by the legislation and launching programs for young
children and their families. The report also addresses
the collaborative efforts undertaken to enhance serv-
ices.

Although the legislation suggests that child and
family outcomes should be the focus of each evalua-
tion report provided for First Steps, evaluation
researchers strongly recommend that newly estab-
lished initiatives direct attention first to evaluating
whether programs were implemented in the manner
suggested by practice information. This is especially
the case if programs were put in place so recently that
they are in an initial implementation phase. Studying
the effects of a program that is early in the process of
becoming established can underestimate effects. The
programs implemented by First Steps were generally
operational for less than a year during the period the
present evaluation covers. Consequently, this first pro-
gram evaluation report is an implementation evalua-
tion of First Steps in the first three years of activities.

We characterize this initial program evaluation as
an investigation of whether First Steps is “doing the
right things in the right ways for the right people.” That
is, did First Steps identify research-based best prac-
tices (i.e., the “right things”) and implement them
effectively (i.e., the “right ways”) to serve the appropri-
ate populations for which they were intended (i.e., the
“right people”)? Each prevalent program strategy
implemented in South Carolina as part of the First
Steps initiative was reviewed, along with what is
known about best practices for that strategy, with sub-
stantial guidance from Effective Practices Reports pre-
pared for the evaluation (Brown and Freeman, 2002;
Brown and Swick, 2002; Learner, Leith, & Murday,
2002; Marsh 2002). We describe how the strategies
were actually implemented in South Carolina, and
compare actua! implementation with best practices.
This report also includes recommendations for the
future.

The primary purpose of this and subsequent eval-
uations of First Steps is to assess progress toward
achieving First Steps goals (Section 59-152-160).
Section 59-152-30 of the First Steps to School

Readiness legislation contains the following goals
for First Steps:

1) Provide parents with access to the support
they might seek and want to strengthen
their families and to promote the optimal
development of their preschool children;

2) Increase comprehensive services so
children have reduced risk for major
physical, developmental, and learning
problems;

3) Promote high quality preschool programs
that provide a healthy environment that will
promote normal growth and development;

4) Provide services so all children receive the
protection, nutrition, and health care need-
ed to thrive in the early years of life so they
arrive at school ready to learn; and

5) Mobilize communities to focus efforts on
providing enhanced services to support
families and their young children so as to
enable every child to reach school healthy
and ready to learn.

Collectively, these goals indicate that all young
children in South Carolina and their parents should
have access to services so that children can develop
optimally and arrive at school ready to learn.
However, there is also a sense that targeting the
most needy population of young children in South
Carolina is a priority, since they are the most at-risk
of arriving at school not ready to learn. Thus, First
Steps has a dual function: to improve the school
readiness of all of South Carolina’s children and to
address the needs of at-risk young children and
their families.

This set of goals also suggests the types of pro-
gram strategies that should be included in the First
Steps initiative. Specifically, programs should focus
on providing parenting support, health services, and
high quality early child care and education opportu-
nities. Indeed, the most prevatent program strate-
gies adopted by County Partnerships included 4-
year-old kindergarten (4K), summer enrichment,
child care, parenting/family strengthening pro-
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Executive Summary

grams, and health programs. In addition, according
to Section 59-152-100(A), the coordination, accessi-
bility and affordability of transportation were to be
targets of service within First Steps.

Setting the Context for First Steps:
Young Children and Their Families in
South Carolina

In 2000 there were over 239,000 families with chil-
dren under age six in the state of South Carolina,
and a total of 318,543 children in that age group.
Some groups of young children are at higher risk of
being less than fully prepared for school. These
include, for example: children living in poor families
(20.1 percent); those born to single mothers who
lack a high school degree {14.4 percent); those born
with low birth weight, or less than 5.5 pounds (9.7
percent); and those who are not fully immunized
(13.3 percent of 2-year-olds). Some counties have
much higher percentages of children at risk.

Poverty rates for children under age six, for example,
ranged from as low as 12 percent to nearly one half
(48.8 percent).

We turn now to an overview of accomplish-
ments, challenges, and recommendations for the
First Steps initiative and the programs it is launch-
ing. This executive summary provides an overview of
conclusions and recommendations from the full
report regarding (1) administrative structures within
First Steps; (2) fiscal information; (3) the major pro-
grams launched by First Steps in this early period of
program implementation; (4) needs for ongoing data
collection and for the development of an outcomes
evaluation; (5) and resources available to the initia-
tive.

Administrative Structures
and Collaborative Processes

Overview
As mandated by the legislation, the South Carolina
First Steps to School Readiness Board of Trustees
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and a state Office of First Steps were established to
oversee the initiative and provide technical assis-
tance regarding the implementation of the First
Steps initiative at the state and county levels. The
legislation also called for the development of 46
First Steps County Partnership Boards to implement
the First Steps initiative (see overviews of First Steps
history and statutory requirements in background
papers prepared by Holmes, 2002a; 2002b). The
County Partnerships each established a local county
First Steps office to help coordinate and oversee the
implementation of the initiative. As envisioned by
the legislation and noted by Andrews (2002) in her
Effective Practices Report: Community Capacity
Building, Collaboration, and Services Integration,
the administrative structure of First Steps has facili-
tated collaboration in the provision of services for
young children and their families.

Key Accomplishments

B The administrative bodies are carrying out all
assigned functions as mandated in the legisla-
tion.

Each of the administrative bodies has devoted a
considerable amount of time and resources to
developing infrastructure and leadership at the
state and county levels to implement First Steps.
In the last three years, the Office of First Steps
has worked intensively to develop systems and
procedures to administer First Steps at the coun-
ty level.

The Office of First Steps, through its Technical
Assistants, has acted as a facilitator to counties
in the various stages of design and implementa-
tion of their strategic plans.

The formation of the Board of Trustees and the
County Partnership Boards helped to bring the
key stakeholders together to discuss ways to max-
imize resources and to address gaps in services
provided to young children and their families. In
addition, the formation of the two boards provid-
ed a context in which collaborations across agen-
cies and organizations were more likely to occur.



B The Board of Trustees and the County Partnership
Boards have worked closely with the Office of
First Steps to accomplish mandated functions, as
well as establish goals and objectives for First
Steps at the state and county level.

Challenges and Further Steps

B The Office of First Steps may want to consider
increasing the number of regional and statewide
meetings among counties. Executive Directors
frequently called for regional meetings to share
experiences and to collaborate.

A major investment has been made in strength-
ening skills and providing technical assistance so
that County Partnership Boards can carry out
their functions. Trainings and technical assis-
tance continue to be essential to the County
Partnership Boards’ ability to carry out their roles
and responsibilities and function effectively.

A procedures manual for the fiscal accountability
system has proven extremely useful. Manuals for
other areas of administrative functioning would
be helpful in providing information and standard-
izing practices.

It may be fruitful to consider ways to augment the
current Technical Assistant position. Currently,
Technical Assistants are assigned to specific
counties. In this capacity, they provide assistance
in a wide range of areas. Yet different Technical
Assistants have particular expertise in different
areas (e.g., fiscal, legislative, contracts, data col-
lection, programmatic). There is a need to find
ways to draw upon the different areas of expert-
ise of the Technical Assistance staff while pre-
serving the linkages between particular Technical
Assistants and counties.

11

Fiscal Information
Overview

Total spending on First Steps in fiscal year 2001-02
was $41,634,305. Of this total, $39,177,091 was
spent on county program and county administrative
costs. County spending came from five sources: the
state allocation ($30,593,371), state private contri-
butions ($418,472), county cash matches
($62,523), county in-kind matches ($8,058,809),
and federal cash matches ($43,917). The remain-
ing costs, $2,457,214, were incurred by the state
Office of First Steps for program-related contracts
($675,387) and administration ($1,781,827). Thus,
spending by the state Office of First Steps was 5.9
percent of total fiscal year 2001-02 spending.

Although spending by the state Office of First
Steps increased each year, its share of total First
Steps spending decreased from 65.4 percent in fis-
cal year 1999-2000 to 5.9 percent in fiscal year
2001-02, as total First Steps spending increased
from $2.2 million in fiscal year 1999-2000 to $41.6
million in fiscal year 2001-02.

Key Accomplishments

B The fiscal information system permits a clear
overview of spending in different program areas.
At the county level, out of total spending of
$39,177,091, 37 percent was spent on early edu-
cation initiatives, 25 percent on parent education
and family strengthening initiatives, 17 percent
on child care initiatives, 7 percent on county
office-based programmatic functions, 2 percent
on health initiatives, and 3 percent on other pro-
gram initiatives, including transportation.

In keeping with a goal of developing program
strategies in light of local needs and resource
assessment, there was substantial variation
among the counties in how they divided their total
spending across the eight types of programs. For
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example, although statewide, the percentage of
spending on early education initiatives was about
one-third, the percentage spent by individual
counties varied from less than 1 percent in three
counties to over 70 percent in three other coun-
ties. Similarly, while statewide, the percentage of
spending on parent education and family
strengthening initiatives was 25 percent, the per-
centage spent at the county level ranged from O
percent in three counties to 50 percent or greater
in four counties. There were similar differences
across counties for other programs.

M All counties met their fiscal year 2001-02 match-
ing contribution with a statewide matching rate of
over 28 percent—substantially exceeding the 15
percent requirement.

Challenges and Further Steps

W County administrative spending funded by the
state allocation totaled $2,816,000 or 9.2 per-
cent of county spending of their allocations from
the state in fiscal year 2001-02. This latter figure
exceeds by 1.2 percentage points the 8.0 percent
cap set for each county for administrative spend-
ing out of the state allocation. This overage is, in
part, due to a slow start up of programs, which
caused total First Steps spending to fall short of
planned spending. It is likely that this is a prob-
lem specific to the period of program start-up.
However, this should be confirmed with ongoing
monitoring of administrative spending.

M In interviews with Executive Directors, 46 percent
reported that they would like to have more train-
ing in fiscal monitoring. The Office of First Steps
should consider providing additional training of
Executive Directors in budgeting and fiscal man-
agement skills.

We turn now to focus on the launching of First
Steps programs in each of the four most prevalent
program areas funded: early education; child care;
parenting and family strengthening; and health.

For each area, we provide an overview of First Steps

programs, note key accomplishments, briefly sum-

i2

marize best practice information, and indicate
recommendations for the future. We also provide
a brief overview of programs funded beyond the
four major types. The reports of the Effective
Practice Experts in each program area were an
important source of information on best practice
and First Steps programs in each area (Brown &
Freeman, 2002; Brown & Swick, 2002; Learner et
al., 2002; & Marsh, 2002). Program Effectiveness
Reports were reviewed for nearly every First Steps
program (Andrews & Sheldon, 2002). In addition,
site visits were conducted to 23 programs in 17
counties across the state. Interviews with Executive
Directors and county and state documents (e.g.,
annual reports) also served as valuable sources of
information on First Steps programs.

Early Education: Four-Year-
Old Kindergarten (4K) and
Summer Readiness
Overview

First Steps supported early education programs in
40 counties, primarily through expanding four-year-
old kindergarten (4K) classes from half-day to full-
day, and adding new full- and half-day classes. A few
counties also supported classes for children
younger than age four. Most of these programs
were operated through public schools; others were
expanded Head Start programs. Summer readiness
programs were also implemented in 29 counties.
These were typically designed for children transition-
ing from kindergarten (5K) to first grade, but some
also included four-year-olds transitioning to 5K.

Key Accomplishments

M There was a substantial increase statewide in the
capacity for 4K and summer readiness programs
in fiscal year 2001-02. Approximately 3,380 chil-
dren participated in new or expanded 4K or other
school-year preschool programs, and approxi-

1pueto coding errors and changes to the coding system
that occurred during fiscal year 2001-02, these statistics
should be viewed with caution.



mately 4,248 children attended First Steps-sup-
ported summer readiness programs.

® First Steps programs were designed to foilow best
practices for early education, and most (especial-
ly the 4K programs) followed one of the develop-
mentally appropriate curricula recognized by the
State Department of Education, including
High/Scope, Creative Curriculum, and
Montessori.

@ Parent satisfaction with the 4K programs was
very high across the state.

Best Practices

An examination of First Steps programs in light of

what is known about best practices in early educa-

tion indicates that:

B Group sizes and adult:child ratios in First Steps
4K classes conformed to recommendations by
the National Association for the Education of
Young Children. Two adults ran classes: a lead
teacher and a classroom assistant. With only two
exceptions, class sizes were capped at 20, result-
ing in adult to child ratios of 1:10.

B The majority (87 percent) of First Steps programs
were new full-day classes or half-day classes
extended to full-day, conforming to current under-
standing of best practices.

® |n public school settings, approximately 60 per-
cent of teachers had a Bachelor's degree and a
credential in early childhood education; approxi-
mately 31 percent had a Master's degree and an
early childhood education credential; only 9 per-
cent held an elementary education, rather than
early childhood education, credential. All Head
Start lead teachers for whom information was
available had Associate’s degrees in early child-
hood.

® Head Start classroom assistants are required to
have post-high school education in child develop-
ment. Public schools have not required training
beyond high school for assistants, although such
requirements are currently being phased in by the
State Department of Education. Among the public
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school assistants for whom information was pro-
vided, approximately one-fourth reported some
education beyond high school. These data sug-
gest that there is room for improvement in the
area of educational and training requirements for
assistants.

Almost all First Steps 4K programs used stan-
dard, developmentally-appropriate curricula
designed for young children, with High/Scope
being selected most frequently. Many programs
may not have fully implement these curricula,
however. Some deviations were planned, based
on local assessments of the needs of the children
in the community. However, in some programs
teachers were not able to complete curriculum
training prior to implementation, and the type and
amount of training received differed considerably
across programs.

The extent to which First Steps summer readiness
programs followed best practices was uneven.
Class sizes tended to be small, allowing more
individualized attention to students. Most of the
teachers were school teachers during the regular
academic year, and most were certified in early
childhood education. The majority of programs
were of reasonably long duration and intensity,
running for four or more weeks, either four or five
days per week, and for four or more hours per
day. However, few programs had sufficient time
for planning in order to ensure that developmen-
tally appropriate curricula, demonstrating conti-
nuity with school-year practices, could be imple-
mented.

Challenges and Further Steps

® Training opportunities for teachers should be

expanded in order to improve their abilities to
implement developmentally appropriate curricula.
Classroom assistants should be included in train-
ing opportunities as well. The State Department
of Education requirement that is being phased in
to require classroom assistants to have an
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Associates' degree, preferably in early childhood
education, is a positive step in this direction.

B Increased efforts should be made to encourage
systematic evaluations of children’s progress,
using measures that are age-appropriate, that tap
a range of skills and abilities, and that are suffi-
ciently sensitive to change so that program contri-
butions can be detected.

m All aspects of summer readiness programs
should receive more attention. Programs are like-
ly to be more effective if they are better-integrated
into general pianning for early education, allowing
greater coordination with school-year programs
and more time for curriculum planning and
teacher training. The relative brevity of these pro-
grams makes it more essential to have well-
planned programs that have specific and reason-
able goals for children’s learning and
development.

® There is a need for evaluations of variations in 4K
and summer readiness programs. The variations
that currently exist across the state provide an
excellent opportunity for systematic studies on
the effects of factors such as duration and inten-
sity, content/curriculum planning and implemen-
tation, teacher and assistant training, and timing
of programs.

Child Care
Overview

In an effort to improve the quality of child care pro-
vided to South Carolina’'s children in centers and for-
mal home-based settings and to support families’
ability to afford quality child care, 44 County
Partnerships chose to use First Steps funds to
implement child care-related strategies.2 County
Partnerships primarily implemented three types of
strategies: quality enhancement grants, staff train-
ing and professional development, and child care
scholarships for low-income families. The over-
whelming majority of these programs had been in
place for less than a year as of June 30, 2002, and

E South Carollna Flrst Steps and Further Steps

many operated for less than six months during fiscal
year 2001-02. The approaches used by the County
Partnerships were often innovative, something that
was sometimes necessary, especially in the area of
guality enhancement, because little research has
been conducted on the best ways to go about
achieving improvements in child care quality. The
County Partnerships’ strategies, therefore, represent
pioneering efforts in improving a state's child care
quality.

Key Accomplishments

Quality Enhancement Initiatives

® 33 County Partnerships awarded quality enhance-
ment grants to child care providers. All of the ini-
tiatives included some degree of technical assis-
tance in using the funds and making
improvements, as well as monitoring of grantees’
use of the funds. In an additional five counties,
guality enhancement initiatives were undertaken
that did not involve the awarding of grants.
Instead, child care providers applied for, and were
accepted to receive, technical assistance as well
as materials or supplies. Therefore, a total of 38
counties implemented a quality enhancement ini-
tiative.

B In the 33 counties that awarded quality enhance-
ment grants, a total of 470 child care providers
received grants.3 Individual grant amounts
ranged from $500 to $11,500. In the five coun-
ties where child care providers were offered tech-
nical assistance and materials (but not grants), a
total of 142 child care providers were involved.

2The remaining two County Partnerships implemented
strategies that involved their counties’ child care commu-
nities, although they were not classified as child care
strategies (one was a library program; the other was a
health strategy).

3This total does not include the number of child care
providers who received grants in one county as the PER
for that county reported the number of classrooms (44),
rather than the number of child care providers.
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Therefore, a total of 612 child care providers were
involved in County Partnerships’ quality enhance-
ment initiatives.

® 38 of the grantee child care providers improved
their status by becoming licensed, ABC Enhanced
(through the Advocates for Better Care program),
or accredited by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) by June 30,
2002. Given that many grants were in place for
six months or less, this is an encouraging initial
trend.

B |n almost all of the counties where quality
enhancement grants were awarded, funds were
used to purchase materials, supplies, or equip-
ment. In about half of the counties, the strate-
gies included professional development activities,
such as mandatory training sessions organized by
the County Partnerships or incentives or encour-
agement for caregivers to enroll in the Teacher
Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.)
program. Other activities included improvements
in health and safety features of the environment,
and facility enhancements.

Staff Training and Development

B 12 counties offered training for caregivers sepa-
rately from training that may have been required
of child care providers who received quality
enhancement grants or technical assistance.
Most of the programs offered training sessions
from which caregivers could pick and choose
(e.g., on health/safety; relationships and interac-
tions with children; children’s growth and devel-
opment; early literacy). In some of the counties,
training sessions were certified by the
Department of Social Services, so caregivers
could attend them to fulfill the hours necessary
for licensure. Sessions were taught by instructors
from local technical colleges or by child care
experts hired by the County Partnerships.

8 Two County Partnerships with training initiatives
separate from quality enhancement initiatives
collaborated with the Teacher Education and

Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) program to
encourage child care providers to attain more for-
mal education.

Child Care Scholarships

B 24 County Partnerships used First Steps funds to
provide child care scholarships to low income
families. The majority of the scholarship funding
for families began after January 2002, but fami-
lies will continue to receive funding for a full year.
A total of 686 children across the state received
First Steps funded child care scholarships.

® 14 County Partnerships’ scholarship programs
were administered by South Carolina Department
of Health and Human Services as an extension of
the ABC voucher system. The remaining ten
County Partnerships chose to administer scholar-
ships themselves. Families who received First
Steps-funded scholarships had to choose child
care providers who were ABC Enhanced, equiva-
lent to ABC Enhanced (as determined by an ABC
Monitor), or working to become ABC Enhanced
through the ABC program or through County
Partnerships’ quality enhancement initiatives.

Best Practices

Quality Enhancement Initiatives

A great deal of research has been conducted on
child care quality (Vandell & Wolfe, 2000). Research
has identified elements of quality child care and has
also revealed associations between the quality of
child care and child development. However, little
research has been conducted evaluating and com-
paring strategies for improving the quality of child
care. First Steps quality enhancement initiatives
appeared to be pioneering strategies. For example,
in site visits to two counties with intensive quality
enhancement initiatives, a sequence was articulated
for such work, beginning with a focus on improving
equipment and educational materials (books, toys)
within a child care facility, progressing to a focus on
curriculum and activities, and then to the quality of
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caregiver-child interaction. Program Effectiveness
Reports indicated that in many quality enhancement
initiatives there was a focus on equipment and
materials. A key question appears to be whether
work with child care providers within quality
enhancement initiatives will regularly progress to a
focus on curriculum and activities as well as the
quality of caregiver-child interaction.

Staff Training and Development

The education level and training of caregivers is
related to the quality of child care they provide. A
key guestion is whether caregivers should have for-
mal degrees, or whether receiving some amount of
training is enough to make a difference in the quality
of care they provide. Marsh (2002) notes the impor-
tance of education as well as training, and suggests
that First Steps’ staff training and development
efforts should encompass not only training through
workshops on specific issues, but also encourage-
ment to complete formal education. At present, a
substantial portion of staff training and develop-
ment within First Steps is occurring through training
rather than formal education.

Child Care Scholarships

Funding for child care through child care subsidies
can support child well-being by contributing to fami-
lies' economic well-being and by exposing children to
stimulating and supportive early childhood care and
education settings. A key issue is that of the quality
of child care for which the subsidy is used. In South
Carolina, though steps are taken to assure parental
choice for the full range of child care settings, fami-
lies that receive First Steps-funded child care schol-
arships must use them in child care that is ABC
Enhanced, equivalent to ABC Enhanced, or working
to become ABC Enhanced (either by participating in
the ABC program or a County Partnership’s quality
enhancement initiative). In light of the evidence on
the linkages between child care quality for children’s
development, it is important that First Steps child
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care scholarships were used to pay for child care
meeting certain quality requirements.

Challenges and Further Steps

| Efforts should be made to engage child care
providers at differing levels of quality and in dif-
fering types of care in quality enhancement activi-
ties: below the level of ABC Enhanced as well as
already at that level, and home-based as well as
center-based care.

B Helping child care providers purchase equipment
and materials was an appropriate first step for
County Partnerships that implemented quality
enhancement initiatives. It is important to assure
that further aspects of quality (especially curricu-
lum and activities, and caregiver-child interaction)
will also be addressed.

B Child-staff ratio is an important element of child
care quality, particularly for infants and toddlers.
While child-staff ratio is very expensive to
address, County Partnerships should address it to
the extent possible among child care providers
with ratios that substantially exceed recommend-
ed levels and who are not participating in other
quality enhancement initiatives that might
improve ratio {such as work towards accredita-
tion).

® Plans for quality enhancement initiatives were
more specifically formulated when County
Partnerships hired or contracted with child care
experts. In instances where the Executive
Director does not have an extensive background
in child care, County Partnerships may want to
hire an outside expert to implement their quality
enhancement initiatives.

E The monitoring of the progress of child care
providers involved in counties' quality enhance-
ment initiatives was highly variable across the
counties. Gains should be measured and docu-
mented to show that First Steps initiatives are
having an effect.
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W County Partnerships should encourage child care
providers to seek formal education and degrees
in addition to participating in specific workshops.

B County Partnerships shouid track their training
initiatives’ attendance information carefully. They
should track the number in attendance at each
session, as well as the total number of caregivers
served in the county (that is, they need to keep
track of the number of caregivers who attended
more than one session), and number of hours of
training completed by caregivers.

B A noteworthy new effort to implement four-year-
old kindergarten (4K) programs in private child
care centers was recently undertaken in South
Carolina. The effects of the initiative on the child
care market should be monitored. In addition, it
will be important to document what was required
to assist child care providers in meeting the pro-
gram requirements for 4K. Finally, how children
in child care 4K programs fare in comparison to
children in other 4K programs should be moni-
tored over time.

Parenting/Family
Strengthening

Overview

According to a recent comprehensive review of the
developmental literature, a positive, consistent rela-
tionship between children and primary caregivers
(usually the parents) is the foundation for children’s
cognitive and social development (National
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000).
When parents are unable to provide a positive and
consistent environment for the child due to econom-
ic, personal, or environmental circumstances, chil-
dren's development is jeopardized.

Key Accomplishments

# In an effort to improve parenting skills and family
resources, 44 County Partnerships funded a total
of 97 parenting and family strengthening pro-
grams between 1999 and 2002.

B The majority of the programs were based on one
of three nationally recognized models: Parents as
Teachers (PAT), Parent Child Home (PCH), and
Family Literacy, or some combination of these
three models. In addition, four programs funded
by County Partnerships focused on providing fam-
ilies with children’s books or encouraging parent-
child reading experiences, and five programs
focused at least in part on providing parents with
English as a Second Language (ESL) training.

B Through First Steps funding, parenting programs
were able to serve additional families and chil-
dren who would otherwise not have been served.
Additional staff has now been trained in program
models. Although two-thirds of the funded pro-
grams were extensions of existing parenting pro-
grams, due to the time it took to gain grant
approval and funding, and then the additional
time to hire and train new staff and recruit new
clients, the majority of these programs were actu-
ally seeing clients for iess than a year as of June
30, 2002. In fact, many First Steps-funded par-
enting programs operated for less than six
months during fiscal year 2001-02, confirming
that the parenting/family strengthening strate-
gies were in the early phases of implementation
during the first three years of First Steps.

Best Practices

Research on best practices in parenting/family
strengthening can be summarized as follows (Brown
& Swick, 2002; Future of Children, 1999):

B Only modest effects on child and family outcomes
should be expected from home visiting models
used alone. Furthermore, effects are only found
for families that are highly engaged in home visit-
ing programs.

B For best results, home visiting should be
employed in combination with other, comprehen-
sive services, especially services that directly

Executive Summary 2003



Executive Summary

affect children (such as high quality early child-
hood care and education).

B Although Parents as Teachers is meant to be

used with all families, more at-risk families may
need intensive services (that is, higher dosages
of home visits over a longer duration).

Family literacy programs, which do combine direct
services to children and adults, also do not pro-
duce significant effects for child outcomes unless
families are highly engaged in the program, the
curriculum is meaningful and useful, the staff is
stable and capable, and the funding is adequate.
Providing individualized home-based services
may help increase family participation in group-
oriented family literacy services.

Family literacy programs that are created by com-
bining existing programs and services will only be
effective if the quality and coordination of those
existing services is high.

Parenting/family strengthening programs that
employ a particular program model should
adhere to that model! if they hope to produce the
intended results. That is, implementation must
be true to the model.

Staff characteristics and qualifications are of
major concern. Staff influences both family
engagement and the degree to which a curricu-
lum is implemented as intended. Best practice
suggests using professional staff, if possible.

We do not know very much about the role of
home visiting programs in rural areas where isola-
tion may be a serious problem. In these circum-
stances, helping families, as needed, get services
for serious problems in family functioning, such
as risk of child maltreatment or domestic vio-
lence, may be particularly important.

Challenges and Further Steps

B First Steps’ Parents as Teachers and Family

Literacy programs were implemented with a high
degree of variability with regard to target popula-
tions, duration of program, and intensity of pro-
gram. Many programs deviated from the program
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models. Parent Child Home programs were likely
to stick more closely to the program model with
regard to intensity of home visits, but often aug-
mented the model by adding additional elements.
Staff had varying levels of education and prior
experience coming into the parenting/family
strengthening programs, but nearly all staff
received the necessary training in a program
model (if a model was being used) prior to seeing
clients.
Finding qualified bilingual staff to meet the needs
of the Hispanic community was difficult in some
areas of South Carolina. This is a particular chal-
lenge in need of some innovative solutions.
t.ack of adequate transportation was also a prob-
lem that hindered full participation in all aspects
of parenting/family strengthening programs.
Efforts are needed to strengthen the current par-
enting/family strengthening programs so that
effects on family functioning and child outcomes
are optimized. In order to accomplish this, it is
important to focus on the following implementa-
tion and quality issues:
® Improving recruitment efforts;
®m Matching the program model to the population
served;
m Monitoring dosage, intensity, and duration
of services;
®m Engaging qualified staff,
= Monitoring fidelity to the model, if a model is
used; and
m Using appropriate outcome measures, when
the time is right.
A further possibility for strengthening the poten-
tial outcomes of parenting and family strengthen-
ing programs for children is combining elements
of these programs with high quality early child-
hood care and education.
Many parent educators were responsibie for cre-
ating their own referral resources. A final recom-
mendation is that each county develop a compre-
hensive directory of services that can be used by



parent educators to help families connect with
needed services.

Health

Overview

The South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness
Initiative identified health-related factors as impor-
tant contributors to school readiness. In South
Carolina, a number of federal and state initiatives
are already in place to address the health status of
children. In considering First Steps health pro-
grams, it is important first to note that South
Carolina has made progress in a number of ways in
implementing best practices to address the health
status of young children, both through national pro-
grams and through programs that the South
Carolina Department of Health and Environmental
Control has implemented. However, most of the
services available are targeted for specific groups,
such as Medicaid eligible families. First Steps pro-
vides an opportunity to create and expand state
health strategies to improve the health status of
children.

Key Accomplishments

Given the legislative requirements and limitations,
31 counties planned to implement 41 health strate-
gies to address factors related to school readiness.
However, 24 of the 31 counties were able to imple-
ment 33 programs during fiscal year 2001-02.

B Each of the 24 County Partnership Boards
attempted to address at least one of the high-
lighted health care areas in the legislation,
although the approaches taken to address health
care needs varied widely. The most common
approach was to implement health home visita-
tion programs. Other programs included nutrition

education, screenings, free prescriptions, free car

seats, dental care, and technical assistance and
educational activities for parents and child care
providers.

B About two thirds (67 percent) of the health pro-
grams targeted children and families who were
uninsured, non-Medicaid eligible. If duplication or
potential supplantation was not an issue, most of
the other programs were offered to all children
and families.

@ County Partnership Boards’ close working rela-
tionships with local Department of Health and
Environmental Control offices, and collaborative
efforts within communities, have been important
to the identification of the populations to target
with health strategies and the effective imple-
mentation of health strategies.

Best Practices

In general, health strategies implemented through
the First Steps Initiative matched well with best prac-
tices.

W Most health programs had well qualified staff.
Seventy-six percent of the health programs imple-
mented had a registered nurse on staff. Many of
the nurses had public health backgrounds.

B Most programs planned to adhere to a clearly
defined program model, such as the Department
of Health and Environmental Control postpartum
home visitation program. About half (55 percent)
of health programs adhered to a home visitation
program model.

® Many of the health strategies that were imple-
mented incorporated efforts focused on connect-
ing children and their families with medical
homes, in order to create greater consistency in
the receipt of health care services. For example,
all home visiting programs incorporated such
efforts.

B Health strategies also involved attempts to coordi-
nate and provide comprehensive services by
working with the Department of Health and
Environmental Control, child care providers, and
other services.

® However, few programs addressed childhood
injuries, either unintentional or intentional. One
exception was a County Partnership that distrib-
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uted car seats and instructions on how to use
them, in addition to working with 52 child care
quality enhancement grantees to create cus-
tomized health and safety plans for their facilities.

® Few programs addressed dental care. One County
Partnership health strategy funded preventive
dental care. The program trained pediatricians to
do oral screening for children from birth to age
three.

Challenges and Further Steps

® First Steps health programs were difficult to
implement in this early phase of the initiative for
a number of reasons—supplantation concerns,
difficulties arranging letters of cooperation from
partners, and difficulty recruiting qualified staff in
some cases. Given these problems, many pro-
grams did not meet their implementation goals
for the year, but most were moving toward full
operation, sometimes with modified goals and
procedures, by the end of the year.

B The First Steps initiative needs to evaluate, at the
state level, the highest priority and most feasible
health-related issues to address. The initiative
may need to limit its focus to specific health
strategies in order to maximize the effect that lim-
ited First Steps funds can have.

B Counties faced difficulty recruiting and hiring
qualified staff. Most counties planned to use reg-
istered nurses and other highly qualified profes-
sionals with public health backgrounds and
extensive experience with pediatric populations
for programs such as the postpartum home visits.
South Carolina has a nursing shortage. As a
result, and particularly because there was some
degree of uncertainty about ongoing funding for
First Steps programs, it was difficult to recruit
nurses to staff programs.

# Based on reports by service providers in the
Program Effectiveness Reports, it was difficult for
First Steps programs to identify eligible families.
First Steps programs that extended or collaborat-
ed with other programs and/or providers seemed
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to be most successful in terms of actually identi-
fying clients and providing services. Other pro-
grams either reported that they provided limited
services or no services because they could not
identify clients.

B One strategy for focusing First Steps efforts
would be to carry out a careful analysis of the
gaps in service currently offered by the
Department of Health and Environmental Control
and existing programs. For example, First Steps
might consider expanding programs focusing on
preventive dental care. While working to provide
health care for the uninsured, non-Medicaid pop-
ulation might be seen as a priority in such an
analysis, First Steps would need to work closely
with Department of Health and Environmental
Control to identify efficient strategies for locating
this population.

W Training at the state level in how best to address
supplantation issues would be helpful. In addi-
tion, counties that have successfully implement-
ed health strategies should share lessons
learned with other counties.

Other Programs
Overview

The First Steps initiative also funded a set of pro-
grams that were not encompassed under the four
prevalent program types summarized above. These
programs included transportation, library, and com-
munity outreach strategies. Transportation is recog-
nized as a potential barrier to the provision and uti-
lization of programs and services. County
Partnership Boards found that available library
resources for young children were underutilized. In
addition, the County Partnership Boards found limit-
ed opportunities for service providers to network
with each other. Programs summarized here
addressed these issues and gaps in services.



Key Accomplishments

B By making programs mobile, many counties
helped to address their transportation needs.
Home visiting and mobile library programs, for
instance, address transportation problems by
bringing services, resources, and materials to
where children and their families are located (i.e.,
homes, child care centers, hospitals).

8 The library programs adopted in some counties
helped to increase the training of child care
providers in the area of child literacy.

B Community outreach programs aimed to enhance
the efficiency of existing community services by
increasing information available about services in
the community and supporting the development
of a more effective referral system.

Challenges and Further Steps

W The lack of available transportation is a problem
that has been reported across the state and
across programs. Inadequate transportation
undermines children’s access to needed services
and programs.

B Incorporating a transportation component has
enhanced accessibility for a number of First
Steps programs. Free-standing transportation pro-
grams were less frequently implemented.

8 Library programs may want to work in collabora-
tion with child care providers or 4K programs. it
was difficult for librarians to engage parents of
young children uniess the program was attached
to service providers serving young children.

@ The community outreach programs indicated that
service providers need opportunities to network
and share information. County Partnership
Boards may want to consider ways to provide
such opportunities.

We turn now to the issue of continuing to
strengthen ongoing data reporting within First
Steps.

Making Further Progress in
Terms of Data Reporting
and Evaluation

Overview

M Different facets of data collection within First
Steps parallet the components of a logic model.
m Data are being collected to track “inputs” (the

resources allocated to different aspects of the
initiative);

m Data are being collected to track “activities” of
the initiative (the implementation of specific
First Steps programs as well as the effective-
ness of administrative structures within First
Steps);

e Data are being collected to track “outputs”
(the number of children and families actually
served in First Steps programs); and

& In the future, data wili also be collected on
“outcomes” (measures of how children and
families are affected by participation in First
Steps programs).

In general, the chalienges associated with data
coliection within First Steps increase as one pro-
gresses from inputs to outcomes. A highly effective
data system tracks First Steps inputs (specifically
expenditures) through the Universal Management
System (Fallon & Jenkins, 2002). Data can be ana-
lyzed by county, type of program, and by the specific
nature of the spending.

in terms of tracking activities, 350 of the 351
programs funded in fiscal year 2001-02 have been
documented using a Program Effectiveness Report.
On the one hand, it is a major accomplishment to
have a “window” into the implementation of almost
all First Steps programs, and information from these
reports is extremely illuminating. Collection of these
Program Effectiveness Reports was a strenuous
process involving staff from the Institute for Families
in Society of the University of South Carolina, First
Steps Executive Directors and other staff, and pro-
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gram vendors. On the other hand, while data collec-
tion covered nearly every program, numerous chal-
lenges were faced. Detailed specifications were not
developed in advance so that data elements could
be recorded in a consistent manner. Executive
Directors and vendors were not informed substan-
tially in advance of this data reporting requirement,
and sometimes had difficulty allocating the neces-
sary time to complete the Program Effective Reports
(given competing demands) and assembling the
necessary information (see discussion in Andrews &
Sheldon, 2002).

Turning to outputs, data concerning the number
of children and families actually served by First
Steps programs are not yet available. The present
evaluation report has not been able to provide an
overall summary of those served (although such
numbers are possible to report for specific pro-
grams, especially early elementary programs). An
attempt to report reliable count data at the end of
the last fiscal year (2001-02) provided a needed
opportunity for training and for the development of
reporting templates and specifications, but did not
result in usable data. A system for reporting
“counts” is now in the field. Extensive efforts have
gone into piloting, training and creating data report-
ing specifications for this new system. Vendors have
been informed of the requirement that they partici-
pate in ongoing data reporting in their contracts for
the new fiscal year, and will be better able to antici-
pate the information required of them. Although the
new system was launched a bit later than anticipat-
ed, it is expected that usable count data will begin to
be available. This should be monitored carefully,
with periodic assessments of data quality.

Outcome data on children and families have not
yet been collected for the initiative as a whole. This
is appropriate, given that First Steps programs had
generally been implemented for less than a year at
the end of June 2002. It is inappropriate to meas-
ure program outcomes with programs that are still
working out early implementation issues. However,
it will be critical to collect and report on child and
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family outcomes for the 2006 evaluation of First
Steps.

This section will note challenges and recom-
mendations specific to ongoing data collection
regarding First Steps activities and outputs. This
section concludes with recommendations regarding
the documentation of child and family outcomes in
the future.

Challenges and Further Steps

B Many Executive Directors reported that the infor-
mation the Office of First Steps sent to their coun-
ties on the data collection process was insuffi-
cient; counties also felt that they had received
conflicting or incomplete information about the
data collection process and that the procedures
and requirement were changed midstream.

B Several parties (e.g. vendors, Executive Directors,
Planning, Implementation and Evaluation consult-
ants) involved in the data collection effort feel
that the process needs to be better integrated.
There are too many different groups collecting
data: as a result, programs and counties may be
getting conflicting information and facing compet-
ing demands.

B The timing of data reporting is important. In the
2001-02 fiscal year, the data reporting deadlines
often coincided with other deadlines (e.g., renew-
al application).

W Overall, 41 percent of Executive Directors felt that
the data reporting requirements were hard to ful-
fill and close to half (49 percent) felt the data
requests took up too much of their time.

B However, the vast majority (93 percent) felt that
the data collected were informative for their coun-
ties. In addition, the counties have moved for-
ward in developing and acquiring the skills, infra-
structure and procedures that are needed for
data collection and evaluative efforts. By the
summer of 2002, close to three quarters (73 per-
cent) had a data collection system in place. A
small number of counties, however, were still
struggling and felt they needed further help to get



a system in place that could track the number of
children in their counties served by First Steps
and the nature of services provided.

A number of steps have already been taken to

address these challenges:

8 The Office of Research and Statistics has devel-
oped new data templates for collecting counts of
families and children served on a monthly basis
in each county.

B With the guidance of the Office of First Steps, the
Office of Research and Statistics has provided
one-on-one training to each of the 46 county
Executive Directors on how to use the data tem-
plates. In addition, a data transfer procedure has
been established in each of the counties. The
Office of First Steps plans to hold quarterly
Executive Director training sessions, which will
include further instruction with the goal of refin-
ing the data collection system and enhancing the
data collection and reporting skills of Executive
Directors.

B The Office of First Steps and Office of Research
and Statistics have worked together to reduce the
number of competing requirements. Moreover, in
order to reduce the data reporting burden on ven-
dors and Executive Directors, and focus data col-
lection efforts on data elements that are key to
tracking programs and evaluating their progress,
the data-reporting template has been stream-
lined.

8 The Office of First Steps has worked to specify in
advance the data elements that will need to be
collected for each program, thereby eliminating
the element of surprise that counties had previ-
ously noted.

M The data collection tools (i.e., Excel spreadsheets)
have been improved and now include both protec-
tive guards that preclude counties or vendors
from changing fields, thereby increasing stan-
dardization, and data validation checkpoints that
will reduce, and possibly eliminate, contradictory
or incomplete estimates.
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Further steps that could be taken as data reporting
continues to be a strong focus within First Steps
include the following:

B |n order to ensure consistency in the data collect-
ed by counties, a question-by-question specifica-
tion still needs to be developed for such basic
concepts as how to define the number of children
enrolled in a program and how to define atten-
dance. It should not be assumed that the same
approach to defining basic data elements will be
used without such specification.

® The Program Effectiveness Reports were a valu-
able resource for this evaluation, and it is our rec-
ommendation that Program Effectiveness
Reports continue to be collected annually.
However, just as the monthly reporting of counts
has had to be carefully reviewed and streamlined,
efforts are needed to streamline and abbreviate
the existing Program Effectiveness Report forms.

Looking Towards an Outcome

Evaluation

Given severe budgetary constraints, an initial ptan to
collect direct child assessment data for a represen-
tative sample of children in South Carolina entering
kindergarten and then again at periodic intervals no
longer seems feasible. Questions have been raised
about whether it would be possible to use data from
the South Carolina Readiness Assessment (SCRA)
now being collected state-wide, for reporting on
progress of First Steps.

The South Carolina Readiness Assessment is an
adaptation of the Work Sampling System; the adap-
tation was developed based on extensive pilot work
within the state. Work Sampling involves ongoing
profiling of children’s work by teachers based on
progress within the classroom on a daily basis, as
well as periodic ratings of their progress by their
teachers. Teachers rate children’s ongoing mastery
of specific material, behavior and progress in the
classroom context.

The purpose of data gathered using the Work
Sampling System is to inform and improve instruc-
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tion for individual children as well as to provide an
in-depth view of children’s progress for parents. The
Work Sampling System was not developed for pur-
poses of program accountability. Questions remain
about reliability, especially agreement of two raters
regarding the same children, for ratings collected
using this assessment approach. While evidence is
available from a number of studies regarding the
validity of Work Sampling, the basis for judging relia-
bility (especially agreement by differing observers of
the same child) is very limited. Further, other states
that have chosen to rely on similar ongoing profiles
of children's progress for state data reporting have
encountered problems with lack of agreement
across different observers of the same children.

It is the recommendation of this evaluation that
the state engage in careful review of the issue of
reliability, and especially interrater reliability, before
relying upon data from the South Carolina
Readiness Assessment (SCRA) for a purpose other
than informing individual instruction, the purpose for
which the measure was developed. One possible
strategy that could be considered is sampling a set
of kindergarten classrooms across the state (so as
to be representative of the state), and providing
extensive training to teachers in these classrooms
so that they reach and then maintain a criterion of
interrater reliability on the South Carolina Readiness
Assessment (SCRA) ratings. This would have the
added benefit of providing a resource to other teach-
ers within those schools on issues relating to accu-
rate completion of the South Carolina Readiness
Assessment (SCRA). Caution should be used in rely-
ing upon data from the South Carolina Readiness
Assessment (SCRA) without such steps to assure
interrater reliability.

Finally, the First Steps legislation called for
ongoing tracking of a system of indicators on the
development of young children within the state. At
the time of this evaluation, only two of the nine indi-
cators called for in the legislation are being tracked
on an ongoing basis (immunization and low birth-
weight). Extending the collection of indicators data
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to fulfill the legislative requirements is an essential
goal for the 2006 evaluation. The School Readiness
Indicators Initiative in which 17 states are currently
participating could be an important resource for
extending the coliection of indicators data within the
state (http://getting ready.org).

Resources

This evaluation indicates that meaningful first steps
have been taken in the First Steps initiative to sup-
port children’s readiness for school. Yet at the
same time the evaluation indicates that further
steps need to be taken to strengthen the initiative.
Adequate resources will be needed to sustain First
Steps efforts and to move forward in terms of
strengthening administrative practices, the quality
of First Steps programs, and evaluation activities.

Spending by First Steps per child under age six
in South Carolina, and per child in poverty in this
age range, is substantially less than in the programs
to support school readiness in the states of North
Carolina and California. In fiscal year 2000-01,
Smart Start in North Carolina spent nearly $370 per
child younger than six residing in the state in 2000,
and over $2,110 per poor child younger than six
(Smart Start, 2002; Bureau of Census, 2002b). In
fiscal year 2000-01, using money provided by
Proposition 10, California spent nearly $280 per
child younger than six residing in the state in 2000,
and approximately $1,410 per poor child younger
than six (California Children and Families
Commission, 2002; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2002a).

In fiscal year 2001-02, if only county spending is
included, First Steps spent just over $120 per child
younger than six residing in South Carolina as of
2000 (First Steps Fiscal Accountability System,
2002; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2002a) and just
over $620 per poor child (First Steps Fiscal
Accountability System, 2002; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2002a). If state Office of First Steps spend-
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ing is included, spending rises to $131 per child and
$662 per poor child.

A review of First Steps spending per young child
in the state, and spending per child in poverty needs
to be carried out in order to develop reasonable
expectations for how First Steps can contribute to
children’s school readiness. Such a review will also
be important in determining what can be accom-
plished in strengthening the First Steps initiative in
the ways noted above. Adequate resources are
needed to sustain and strengthen the initiative and
thereby to strengthen children’s readiness for
school.

Conclusion

First Steps has now put in place the administrative
structures required by the legislation, and there is
evidence that these are indeed fostering collabora-
tion to strengthen services for young children and
their families. First Steps has launched programs for
young children and their families that address local-
ly identified needs and are guided by best practice
information. The First Steps initiative has continual-
ly worked to meet challenges in terms of strengthen-
ing training, data collection procedures, and admin-
istrative practices. This report provides
recommendations that would permit First Steps,
given adequate resources, to take further steps,
continuing to strengthen programs and practices to
foster the school readiness of children in South
Carolina.
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The law creating First Steps not only provided for the establishment and enhancement of
services directed toward young children and their families, it also established an evaluation
process for monitoring and improving the effectiveness of the First Steps program. Under
the law, an evaluation of the program effectiveness of First Steps is to be conducted by an
external evaluator, and an evaluation report is to be provided to the South Carolina General
Assembly every three years. The legislation also stipulated that the external evaluation be
supervised by a three-person committee with two committee members to be appointed by
the General Assembly and one by the First Steps Board of Trustees. The members of the
three-person committee have worked with the First Steps Board of Trustees and the Office
of First Steps to oversee the external evaluation.

The First Steps Board of Trustees contracted with Child Trends to conduct the external evalu-
ation. Child Trends is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization in Washington, D.C.
that focuses on research and statistics on children and families. The three-person commit-
tee has worked closely with Child Trends researchers to ensure that the evaluation is impar-
tial, comprehensive, and instructive, and we endorse this report as having all of these quali-
ties. We appreciate the cooperation of the many groups which have contributed to this
evaluation. We have enjoyed excellent working relationships with Child Trends, the First
Steps Board of Trustees, the Office of First Steps, and with the county staff, board members,
and service providers.

The evaluation focuses on the first three years of First Steps, a period which was dominated
by the process of developing and implementing a major statewide initiative. The report
includes key accomplishments, challenges, and directions for further steps. We hope that
all involved in this initiative to improve the readiness of our children to succeed in school will
find the report useful as a guide to the future.

Members of the Three-Person Committee:
David Potter

Susan Shi
Dexter Cook

~
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About Child Trends

Child Trends, founded in 1979, is an independent, nonpartisan research center dedicated to
improving the lives of children and their families by conducting research and providing sci-
ence-based information to the public and decision-makers. In keeping with this mission,
Child Trends’ highly trained, interdisciplinary research staff collects and analyzes data; con-
ducts, synthesizes, and disseminates research; designs and evaluates programs; and devel-
ops and tests promising approaches to research.

Early childhood education has been an increasingly important topic within Child Trends’
research portfolio. For example, Child Trends researchers conducted a comprehensive
review of the research studies on factors that shape school readiness and on programs that
aim to promote it. Child Trends then shared its findings from this review with policy makers,
program directors, and the general public through a report, Background for Community-
Level Work on School Readiness: A Review of Definitions, Assessments, and Investment
Strategies; a research brief, School Readiness: Helping Communities Get Children Ready for
School and Schools Ready for Children; and a What Works table, a graphic depiction of the
most effective investments for school readiness, posted on the Child Trends' Web site,
www.childtrends.org.
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Introduction

Orientation to this Report

South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness
(First Steps) is a comprehensive early childhood ini-
tiative aimed at improving early childhood develop-
ment by providing services to children ages zero to
five and support to their families in an effort to help
children reach school ready to learn. This ambitious
and innovative program is one of only a few
statewide, multicomponent early childhood initia-
tives in the country.

As stipulated by legislation, a program evaluation
is to be conducted every three years by an inde-
pendent, external evaluator under contract with the
South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness
Board of Trustees (Section 59-152-160[A]). This
report is the initial program evaluation.

Child Trends was selected to be the external
evaluator for First Steps’ first three-year evaluation
in October 2001. Child Trends is a non-partisan,
non-profit research organization that conducts basic
research and evaluation studies focused on improv-
ing the programs and policies that affect children.
Staff in the Early Childhood Content Area at Child
Trends have carried out literature reviews on the
subject of school readiness, pursue ongoing
research on this key issue, and have worked on
another state evaluation focusing on school readi-
ness. Child Trends staff are the authors of this
report.

The evaluation was overseen by a committee
consisting of three members, one appointed by the
First Steps Board of Trustees, one appointed by the
President Pro Tempore of the Senate, and one
appointed by the Speaker of the House (Section 59-
152-160[A]). Child Trends’ evaluation plan was
reviewed and approved by this three-person commit-
tee. Furthermore, the three-person committee
reviewed all chapters of this report.

There are several hallmarks of the First Steps
initiative noted in the legislation. One is that it sup-
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ports school readiness by increasing and coordinat-
ing services to young children and their families
(Section 59-152-20); another is that it includes
strong requirements for accountability in both fiscal
(Section 59-152-150) and programmatic (Section
59-152-160) practices (Holmes, 2002c).
Accordingly, the contents of this evaluation report
detail the fiscal and programmatic activities con-
ducted over the first three years of First Steps, and
the early outcomes of those activities. This report
also addresses the collaborative efforts undertaken
to coordinate services for young children and their
families, as specified in the legislation (Section 59-
152-21). In addition, because much of the First
Steps legislation focuses on setting up administra-
tive structures to govern the activities of First Steps
(Sections 59-152-40 through 59-152-90), and
because much of the first three years of activities
was necessarily taken up with establishing these
administrative structures and procedures, this eval-
uation report begins with an examination of the
establishment and functioning of all administrative
entities at both the state and local levels, as well as
an account of the early outcomes of these activities.

Specifically, the chapters that follow this intro-
ductory chapter address:

B Administrative structures (state
and county levels);

W Fiscal accountability (state and
county levels);

m Collaboration (state and county lev-
els);

® Program implementation
(statewide, for each prevalent pro-
gram strategy type); and

B A summary of accomplishments,
challenges, and recommendations
for “further steps.”

A separate report provides information on fiscal and
program activities at the county level in more detail;
this additional report is called the County Profiles
report. The County Profiles report is intended to pro-
vide an overview of activities in individual counties,



rather than a county-by-county evaluation.
Evaluative information about program strategies is
included in the current report.

Focus of the Initial Evaluation: Is
First Steps Doing the Right Things in
the Right Ways for the Right People?

The exact content of the three-year evaluation
required by the First Steps legislation is not speci-
fied in detail. Section 59-152-160(C) states, “The
purpose of the evaluation is to assess progress
toward achieving the First Steps goals and to deter-
mine the impact of the initiative on children and
families at the state and local levels.” The legisla-
tion lists several indicators that are to be tracked
(e.g., immunization, school readiness measures,
parenting skills), but it states that the evaluation is
not limited to these measures.

Although Section 59-152-160(C) implies that
“impacts” of the initiative on children and families
should be the focus of each evaluation report pro-
vided for First Steps, evaluation researchers strongly
recommend that newly established initiatives direct
their attention first to evaluating whether programs
were implemented in the manner suggested by best
practices information. That is, a priority should be
placed on conducting an implementation evaluation,
rather than an outcomes evaluation, at the earliest
stages of a program or initiative (Bernier et al.,
2002: Park-Jadotte, Golin, & Gault, 2002). This is
especially the case if programs were put in place so
recently that they are in an initial implementation
phase. Studying the effects of a program too soon,
when it is still in the process of developing services
and making adjustments, can underestimate
effects. The programs implemented by First Steps
had generally been operational for less than a year
during the period covered by the present evaluation
(through June, 2002). Consequently, this first pro-
gram evaluation report is an implementation evalua-
tion of First Steps in the first three years of activi-
ties. Outcomes for families and children can be
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tracked when programs have been fully implement-
ed.

We characterize this initial program evaluation
as an investigation of whether First Steps is “doing
the right things in the right ways for the right peo-
ple.” That is, did First Steps identify research-based
best practices (i.e., the “right things”) and imple-
ment them effectively (i.e., in the “right ways”) to
serve the appropriate populations for which they
were intended (i.e., the “right people”)? Within the
chapter on program implementation, each prevalent
program strategy implemented in South Carolina as
part of the First Steps initiative is reviewed. Each
section of that chapter begins by reviewing what is
known about best practices for that strategy, then
describes how the strategies were actually imple-
mented in South Carolina, and concludes by com-
paring actual implementation with best practices.
Each section also includes recommendations for the
future.

Overview of the Introductory Chapter

The remainder of this introductory chapter provides
an historical context in which to view the content of
the rest of the report. We briefly review the history
of First Steps activities over the first three years of
implementation; this review emphasizes how young
First Steps is as an initiative and underscores the
necessity of conducting an implementation evalua-
tion at this time. We next review the goals and guid-
ing principles of First Steps as outlined in the legisla-
tion. One of the principles of First Steps is that all
program strategies selected by counties should be
grounded in research on best practices. As part of
this effort, First Steps recommended that all county
strategic plans be situated within a “logic model” of
change toward school readiness, based on an “eco-
logical model” of early childhood development—the
view, based on research, that young children’s
development is influenced by the multiple environ-
ments that they participate in, including home, early
care and education settings, and the community
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1989). This was an innova-
tion not attempted by previous statewide school
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readiness initiatives. We review how this approach
to providing support for school readiness was used
for program planning within counties. Next, we com-
pare the First Steps initiative to two other statewide
early childhood initiatives, noting similarities as well
as differences. We conclude this introductory chap-
ter by reviewing guidelines for evaluating multicom-
ponent early childhood initiatives, and the methodol-
ogy used for conducting this particular evaluation.
As a final piece of context for the report, we present
indicator data describing the current characteristics
of children and families in South Carolina and the
state of their health and well-being. Trend data for
some of these indicators is also provided.

History of First Steps

On June 28, 1999, South Carolina launched a com-
prehensive early childhood initiative called South
Carolina First Steps to School Readiness (First
Steps). After passage of the legislation, the imple-
mentation of the initiative unfolded in a series of
overlapping phases (Holmes, 2002b).

Phase One of implementation began in the sum-
mer of 1999 and involved the initial organization of
the First Steps Board of Trustees and the Office of
First Steps (OFS). The staff of OFS consisted of nine
core employees (four of whom were on loan from
other state agencies). Several of these employees
provided direct technical assistance to the 46 coun-
ties as they simultaneously developed their County
Partnership Boards, as required by the legislation
(Section 59-152-80[A]).

Phase Two was the creation of the 46 County
Partnership Boards through open meeting elections
mandated in Section 59-152-60. This process
began in the late summer of 1999. Each County
Partnership Board was required to have representa-
tives from all relevant agencies, organizations and
constituencies, both public and private, in the com-
munity (see the Administrative Structures chapter
for further details). Two County Partnerships held
meetings at which they adopted bylaws in

September 1999; the final two County Partnerships
to hold such meetings did so after January 1, 2000
(see Table 1 in the Appendix). Included in Phase
Two was the initiation of Level One grant applica-
tions. Level One grants were to obtain First Step
funds to conduct needs and resources assessments
and strategic planning to form program strategies
for the counties. Technical assistance in developing
Level One grants was provided to County
Partnerships by OFS. This phase continued through
July 2000, when the last Level One grant received
approval by OFS and the Board of Trustees (Holmes,
2002b: see also Table 1 in the Appendix).

Phase Three of implementation began in January
2000. After Level One grants were approved, all
County Partnerships began a needs and resources
assessment and strategic planning process in order
to guide the writing of their Level Two grants. Level
Two grants permit funds for program implementa-
tion. Again, technical assistance from OFS was pro-
vided to all 46 counties individually, as needed. In
addition, day-long training sessions for Level Two
grant preparation were conducted once a month
from May through October 2000. This phase of
implementation continued through late spring 2001,
when the last county plans and applications were
received by OFS (Holmes, 2002b). Formal review
and approval of the Level Two grants by the Board of
Trustees took place between May 2000 and July 11,
2001, when the last of the counties’ plans received
approval (see Table 1 in the Appendix).1

Phase Four of implementation involved estab-
lishing contracts to carry out program strategies
approved in the Level Two grants. In order to select
vendors to implement program strategies, Requests
for Proposals (RFPs) were drawn up and published.
According to Holmes (2002b), new planning and

1Two counties’ Level Two applications were partially
approved in July 2001. The counties were required to
revise and resubmit portions of their applications in order
to receive additional funds. The subsequent submission
and approval dates are listed in Table 1 in the Appendix.



consensus building often had to take place in order
to shore up county strategies at this stage. The hir-
ing of Executive Directors for County Partnerships
also occurred during this phase, although several
counties continued to employ the use of a consult-
ant instead of an Executive Director as they moved
into the next phase, implementing programs.

Phase Five involves actual program implementa-
tion and delivery of services. In some counties, pro-
gram implementation began as early as mid 2000;
in most counties, program implementation started
in late 2001 and the first quarter of 2002. Eighteen
of the 46 counties were approved to implement their
plans during fiscal year 2000-01, although not all of
these counties began providing services in that fis-
cal year; the remaining counties initiated services in
fiscal year 2001-02 (see Table 1 in the Appendix).

Based on this history of activities, it is clear that
most of the first two years of First Steps was devot-
ed to setting up administrative structures and doing
the necessary planning, required by the legislation,
to carry out comprehensive, research-based inter-
vention strategies within each of South Carolina's
46 counties. Thus, the process of getting programs
up and running was complex. The earliest point at
which young children and their families could have
participated in First Steps-funded programs was
mid-2000. The majority of First Steps programs
began providing services to families during fiscal
year 2001-02, however, nearly half of the program
strategjes (46 percent)? were implemented for less
than six months of that fiscal year (see the chapter
on Program Implementation for more details).

Best practice does not recommend examining
outcomes during early program implementation. It
would be highly unlikely to find program effects on
outcomes from such short-term program participa-
tion. Further, many programs engaged families with
children younger than kindergarten age; in order to
know whether programs affected school readiness
indicators for these children, careful tracking of the
children and their families would be required within
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a longitudinal, experimental study design. Given
these considerations, the current evaluation report
examines the quality of the implementation of pro-
gram strategies during fiscal year 2001-02. This
report also documents activities and outcomes of
the development of the administrative structures of
First Steps during its first three years.

The Goals of First Steps
to School Readiness

The primary purpose of this and subsequent evalua-
tions of First Steps is to assess progress toward
achieving First Steps goals (Section 59-152-160).
Section 59-152-30 of the First Steps to Schoo!
Readiness legislation contains the five goals for First
Steps:

B Provide parents with access to the sup-
port they might seek and want to strength-
en their families and to promote the opti-
mal development of their preschool
children;

B Increase comprehensive services so chil-
dren have reduced risk for major physical,
developmental, and learning problems;

B Promote high quality preschool programs
that provide a healthy environment that
will promote normal growth and develop-
ment;

B Provide services so all children receive the
protection, nutrition, and health care
needed to thrive in the early years of life
so they arrive at school ready to learn;
and

B Mobilize communities to focus efforts on
providing enhanced services to support
families and their young children so as to
enable every child to reach school healthy
and ready to learn.

2 This percentage was calculated on the 270 programs for
which start date information was provided in the Program
Effectiveness Reports (PERs).
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Coltectively, these stated goals reflect the view that
all young children in South Carolina and their par-
ents should have access to comprehensive services
so that children can develop optimally and arrive at
school ready to learn. However, there is also a
sense that targeting the neediest populations of
young children in the state is a priority, since they
are the most at-risk of arriving at school not ready to
learn. Thus, First Steps has a dual function: to
improve the school readiness of all of South
Carolina’s children and to address the needs of at-
risk young children and their families.

This set of goals also suggests the types of pro-
gram strategies that should be included in the First
Steps initiative. Specifically, programs should focus
on providing parenting support, health services, and
high quality early child care and education opportu-
nities. Indeed, the most prevalent program strate-
gies adopted by County Partnerships included four-
year-old kindergarten, summer enrichment, child
care, parenting/family strengthening programs, and
health programs (see the chapter on Program
Implementation for more detail). In addition,
according to Section 59-152-100(A), the coordina-
tion, accessibility and affordability of transportation
were to be targeted for service within First Steps.

The goals of First Steps, outlined in the legisla-
tion, were the basis for the construction of a State
Strategic Plan, approved on May 10, 2000. This
strategic plan specified five objectives, as well as
benchmarks and action steps to reach these objec-
tives, based on the primary goals of First Steps.
(See the Administrative Structures chapter for more
details about the strategic plan.)

Guiding Principles of First
Steps

First Steps is noteworthy for embracing several guid-
ing principles that collectively make for a unique
approach to addressing the school readiness needs
of children and families in the state of South
Carolina. These principles are derived from the leg-
islation, either explicitly or implicitly. (See box; see
also the concluding chapter of this report.)

Guiding Principles of First Steps3

B The initiative takes an ecological per-
spective, focusing on the “whole child”
and all the contexts in which children
reside during the early years of life.

B School readiness is considered a mul-
tidimensional construct, including cog-
nitive development, early literacy,
social and emotional development,
health, and approaches to learning.

B  While some children and families may
need more intensive support to
achieve school readiness, all young
children in South Carolina can and
should benefit from First Steps pro-
grams.

B Community mobilization is empha-
sized, and collaboration is encour-
aged.

B Comprehensive services are provided
within each county through an array of
program strategies.

B Coordination of services is provided to
support young children and their fami-
lies without duplicating or supplanting
services.

B Program strategies and activities fol-
low best practices, and are therefore
grounded in early childhood develop-
ment research and practice.

W Fiscal responsibility is emphasized.

B Accountability is required for efficien-
cy, effectiveness, and readiness
results.
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3 Basedona paper outlining First Steps’ statutory
requirements (Holmes, 2002c).
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The first two principles indicate that school
readiness and development of the “whole child” are
the desired results of First Steps. The legisiation
focuses on a comprehensive array of program types,
rather than stipulating that programs should target a
particular aspect of child development (e.g., early lit-
eracy, physical health). As such, there is recognition
that all aspects of children’s development contribute
to school readiness. Furthermore, First Steps adopt-
ed a definition of school readiness that encompass-
es multiple areas of child development, including
cognition, language, physical health, social/emotion-
al development, and approaches to learning (€.g.,
curiosity, task persistence).4 Another guiding princi-
ple of First Steps is that all of South Carolina’s
young children and their families should benefit
from First Steps programs, but there is also an
understanding that some families need more sup-
port than others.

The legislation stipulates the development of
County Partnerships, which necessitate community
mobilization and collaboration. Specifically, the leg-
islation states that collaboration and the develop-
ment of County Partnerships must occur before
funding for the implementation and management of
programs is made available (Section 59-152-21).
The legislation provides guidelines for the creation
of County Partnership Boards and requires the
membership of key stakeholders in each county.
These stakeholders include child care providers;
pre-kindergarten through elementary school educa-
tors; family education providers; the faith communi-
ty; the business community; parents of preschool
children; representatives of school districts; Head
Start; the county library; the Department of Social
Services; and the Department of Health and
Environmental Control. The membership require-
ments show that the legislation was designed to pro-
mote community mobilization through the participa-
tion of sectors other than service providers (e.g., the
business community, parents, the faith community).

The legislation also stipulates that services for
young children and their families must be compre-
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hensive and well coordinated. Furthermore, the
services should be designed in a planful way, based
on research on efficacy and “best practice”
{Holmes, 2002c). The comprehensiveness of the
services to be provided is outlined in Section 59-
152-100(A). Services include lifelong learning (e.g.,
school readiness, parenting skills, adult education);
health care (e.g., nutrition, screenings, immuniza-
tions); quality child care (e.g., staff training and pro-
fessional development, accreditation, affordability);
and transportation (e.g., coordination, accessibility,
affordability). First Steps funds are intended to be
used to extend existing services so that more chil-
dren and their families will have access to services.
However, First Steps funds are also intended to be
used to promote the coordination of both existing
and new services. For example, Section 59-152-20
states, “The purpose of the First Steps initiative is to
develop, promote, and assist efforts of agencies, pri-
vate providers, and public and private organizations
and entities at the state level and the community
level to collaborate and cooperate in order to focus
and intensify services, assure the most efficient use
of all available resources, and eliminate duplication
of efforts to serve the needs of young children and
their families.” Furthermore, the legislation requires
that the services provided using First Steps funds
must be effective—that is, they must be high quality
programs (as shown through best practice
research), and they must produce the desired
school readiness results.

Finally, the legislation requires that First Steps
be held accountable for successful program imple-
mentation and school readiness results. In addition
to including a general emphasis on program effec-
tiveness and results throughout, the legislation pro-
vides an accountability process. The legislation
requires the Office of First Steps to oversee on-going
data collection and “contract for an in-depth per-
formance audit due January 1, 2003, and every

4These domains of school readiness were formulated by
the National Education Goals Panel (Kagan, Moore, &
Bredekamp, 1995).
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three years thereafter, to ensure that statewide
goals and requirements of the First Steps to School
Readiness initiative are being met” (Section 59-152-
50[6]). In addition, the legislation requires that
County Partnerships “cooperate fully in collecting
and providing data and information for the evalua-
tion” (Section 59-152-160][C]), and also submit
annual reports.

The Conceptual Model
Underlying First Steps

As noted above, two of the guiding principles of First
Steps are that the initiative take an ecological view
of child development, and have a multidimensional
definition of school readiness. As such, children’s
school readiness is seen as a product of the collec-
tive influences on a child, from all the contexts in
which the child resides, from birth through school
entry. Furthermore, it is the intent of First Steps to
put in place programs that are based on research-
based effective strategies to improve the develop-
ment of young children in multiple dimensions (e.g.,
health, cognitive, and social-emotional well-being) as
well as their families. In an effort to facilitate meet-
ing both of these objectives, First Steps recommend-
ed that all county strategic plans be situated within
a logic mode for achieving school readiness, which
was in turn based on an ecological model of early
childhood development.

The First Steps logic model (also known as a
conceptual model) was designed (with the assis-
tance of Child Trends) to assist County Partnerships
in thinking through desired outcomes and causal
linkages when formulating their strategic plans
(Holmes, 2002a). The conceptual model spelled out
the dimensions of school readiness, as well as the
determinants (or causal factors) of school readi-
ness, based on the research on child development.
The dimensions of school readiness consisted of a
detailed expansion of the five dimensions formulat-
ed by the National Education Goals Panel—cognition
and general knowledge; language development;
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physical well-being and motor development; social
and emotional development; and approaches
toward learning (Kagan, Moore, & Bredekamp,
1995). The determinants of school readiness
included family factors, such as economic character-
istics, family composition, and functioning/harmony;
parent-child interactions and relationships; child and
family health; and participation in early care and
education. The model also included supports for
children and families, such as adult literacy pro-
grams and affordable health care.

A visual representation of the conceptual model
recommended for use in First Steps program plan-
ning appears as Figure 1 in the Appendix. The box
marked “child characteristics and capabilities” indi-
cates that First Steps is interested in the “whole
child’s” development from birth through age five,
and all of these characteristics and capabilities col-
lectively contribute to children’s school readiness.
Circles in the model represent community-level
“supports” available to the child and family that may
bolster determinants of child well-being/school
readiness. The rectangles in the model represent
“determinants” of child well-being and school readi-
ness that actually affect families and children. The
arrows note both direct and indirect pathways of
influence from “supports” and “determinants” to
child outcomes.

The conceptual model was used to help articu-
late the relationships between program strategies
and child outcomes. For example, if a county was
interested in investing in a family support program,
they might expect to see indirect rather than direct
influences on child outcomes using this strategy.
Specifically, according to the logic model, family sup-
port programs have the potential to influence family
characteristics, such as parents’ education level,
which in turn can influence parent-child interactions,
which in turn can influence child development and,
ultimately, school readiness. Accordingly, counties
implementing family support programs would be
best advised to focus on documenting short-term
outcomes such as changes in parent characteristics



in the early stages of implementation, then medium-
term outcomes such as changes in parent-child rela-
tionships, and as longer-term outcomes, changes in
child outcomes related to school readiness.

Program Planning in Light of the
Conceptual Model

County Partnership Boards were shown how to use
the conceptual model during training to prepare
grant proposals (Holmes, 2002a). They were
advised to direct their strategic planning to the
school readiness dimensions and determinants
identified as being important based on their needs
and resources assessments. In addition, the con-
ceptual model was to be used as part of the
Planning, Implementation, and Evaluation (PIE)
process to guide both self-assessment and external
evaluations. In actuality, however, few County
Partnerships used the conceptual model to the
extent the Office of First Steps intended. The con-
ceptual model likely provided an initial framework
for County Partnerships to conceptualize their
efforts, but few used the model with any detail when
completing the PIE process (or its subsequent
Program Effectiveness Report process). Holmes
(2002a) suggests possible reasons why the concep-
tual mode! was not used as intended. Counties’
First Steps personnel may have been too busy with
the process of planning and actually implementing
programs within the required timeframe to use the
model—there simply was not enough time. In addi-
tion, the conceptual model may have been too
detailed and/or abstract to be applied. Attempts to
use the conceptua!l model to guide program imple-
mentation and evaluation were innovative and note-
worthy for such a large-scale initiative. Furthermore,
the programs that the County Partnerships imple-
mented do fit into the conceptual model, and the
model should continue to be a part of the First
Steps process for program planning and self-assess-
ment.
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Other States’ Efforts to Address
School Readiness

In 2000, 31 states were investing their public dol-
lars in programs that promote the well-being of
young children (National Center for Children in
Poverty, 2002). However, South Carolina is one of a
small number of states that have launched a multi-
component early childhood initiative in recent years.
Below we highlight the efforts in two other states,
North Carolina and California, and compare their
efforts to those underway in South Carolina.

North Carolina’s Smart Start

In 1993, legislation in North Carolina established
the Early Childhood Initiative and the North Carolina
Partnership for Children (NCPC). The passing of the
legislation meant that Smart Start, an early child-
hood initiative to ensure that all children ages zero
to five in North Carolina are healthy and prepared to
enter school, was launched. Smart Start was the
first statewide early childhood program funded in
the United States. It is a model nationally and has
inspired similar initiatives in other locations, includ-
ing in South Carolina. To date, the Smart Start initia-
tive has been replicated in five states, albeit with
variations in implementation (Dombro, 2001).

Similar in function to the Office of First Steps,
the NCPC is a statewide non-profit organization that
provides technical assistance to each of the Local
(county level) Partnerships, specifically in the areas
of program development and collaboration; adminis-
tration; organizational development; communica-
tion; fiscal management; human resources; technol-
ogy; contract management; and fundraising.
Collaboration and local control are important com-
ponents in the Smart Start initiative. Like the Office
of First Steps, the NCPC strives to find the balance
between guiding the county level partnerships and
giving them independence.

Although First Steps and Smart Start share many
similarities, one area in which they differ is in the
establishment of the Local (or County Level)
Partnerships. North Carolina’s Local Partnerships
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were rolled out incrementally over five years, where-
as South Carolina simultaneously implemented all
46 of its County Partnerships. The advantage of an
incremental roll-out is that County Partnerships
established early can serve as models for other
Partnerships established later. The appeal of having
all County Partnerships start at the same time is
that they are then all on the same footing, with none
having more “advantage” than any other.

Another way that the two initiatives differ is in
the ratio of Partnerships to counties. First Steps has
46 County Partnerships, one for each of its 46 coun-
ties, whereas Smart Start has 81 Local Partnerships
for 100 counties. However, like the First Steps
County Partnerships, each of North Carolina’s Local
Partnerships has an Executive Director and a Board
of Directors. Each Board of Directors has mandated
representation from state and local agencies, as
well as different community members such as local
elected officials, parents, teachers, and business
leaders.

As Smart Start unfolded, each Local Partnership
developed a comprehensive plan, much like the
needs and resources assessments and strategic
plans completed by County Partnerships in South
Carolina. Smart Start's comprehensive plans
addressed the needs of communities in three spe-
cific areas: child care (quality, affordability, and
availability), health, and family support services.
First Steps legislation also requires a focus on these
three service areas, but also requires that early
childhood education such as four-year-old kinder-
garten, summer enrichment programs, and trans-
portation be a focus; these latter areas were not
explicitly targeted for programs in North Carolina.
For both initiatives, the local comprehensive plans
need to connect to measurable outcomes and can-
not duplicate other statewide or local efforts.

Like First Steps, Smart Start offers a range of
programs for children and families, including health,
child care, and parent support. A number of studies
and evaluations conducted by the Frank Porter

Graham Child Development Center have examined
the Smart Start initiative and programs. Two years
after implementation, in 1995, a performance audit
of Smart Start was conducted. In the fall of 2000,
data were collected and published on a representa-
tive sample of kindergartners, as well as kinder-
garten classrooms, teachers, and principals. In
2001 (eight years after initial implementation), a
performance-based evaluation system was launched
to evaluate Local Partnerships and their perform-
ance based on outcomes and results for young chil-
dren.

Smart Startis a community-based and state-sup-
ported program that receives ten percent of its
funds from the private sector. In the year 2000,
$190 million was available for Smart Start pro-
grams. (A more in-depth fiscal comparison of North
Carolina's and South Carolina’s initiatives appears
in the Fiscal Information chapter of this report.)

California’s Proposition 10 (First Five
California)

in 1998, California voters passed Proposition 10,
creating the California Children and Families
Commission (CCFC) to offer an integrated system of
information and services that promote early child-
hood development and school readiness.
Proposition 10 (Prop. 10) added a 50-cent tax on
each pack of cigarettes purchased in the state. A
comparable tax was also placed on all other tobacco
products. Annually, Prop. 10 is expected to generate
more than $650 million (California Children and
Families Commission, 2002b).

Prop. 10 (also known as First Five California) is
designed to support all of California’s children, ages
zero to five, and their families, regardless of residen-
cy status and income level. Primarily, Prop. 10 pro-
vides funding for community health care, quality
child care and education, and programs for young
children and their families. Like First Steps pro-
grams, each Prop. 10 program is designed to meet
the needs of children and families at the local level.
In addition, this initiative provides a statewide public
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education campaign on the importance of early
childhood development and provides support to
pregnant women and parents of young children who
want to quit smoking. Prop. 10 offers programs that
help parents and child care providers acquire the
skills needed to take care of children; prenatal and
postnatal mother and infant services; child deveiop-
ment and health care programs that do not currently
exist on the local level; and domestic violence pre-
vention and treatment programs.

Like the First Steps County Partnership Boards,
each of the 58 counties in California was allocated
funds to start a County Commission. Eighty percent
of Prop. 10 funds go to and are controlled by the
County Commissions, while the other twenty percent
of the funds are used by the CCFC to administer
state-level programming. County allocations depend
on the number of births in each county, based on
the residence of the mother. Before funds were ini-
tially distributed to the County Commissions, each
Commission developed a strategic plan that clearly
outlined long-term goals and objectives; described
proposed programs, services, and projects; included
reliable indicators for measuring outcomes; and
explained how programs, services, and projects
would be integrated into a consumer-oriented and
easily accessible system.

In 2001, the California state legislature estab-
lished a school readiness task force. This task
force, along with the California Children and Families
Commission and the School Readiness Master Work
Group, based their work on the National Education
Goals Panel's definition of school readiness (i.e.,
physical well-being and motor development, social
and emotional development, approaches to learn-
ing, language development and cognition and gener-
al knowledge). Their work provided for the inclusion
of pre-K education (for the first time) in the state’s
20-year Master Plan for Education.

The CCFC recently launched a $400 million
school readiness initiative. This initiative will fund
local programs that are using a coordinated and
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research-based approach to early childhood care
and education. This initiative is designed to bring
together all those who provide services to children
and their families to get them ready to succeed
when they start school. The programs may vary sig-
nificantly depending on the communities and their
needs.

To date, thousands of children, families, and
service providers have participated in programs
funded by Proposition 10 programs. The CCFC con-
tinues to provide technical assistance to the County
Commissions, including results-based accountability
workshops, strategic planning sessions, all-county
planning meetings, communication sessions, and
one-on-one counseling. Design of a three-year,
statewide evaluation of Proposition 10 commenced
in 2002, four years after the initiative was first
implemented.

Summary

In conclusion, all three states’ initiatives are similar
in that they are intended to improve the lives of all
children ages zero to five in their states, and they
seek to accomplish this task by providing a variety of
integrated services to children and families.
Selection and implementation of services are han-
died at the local level, through county partnerships
or commissions, which are in turn overseen by and
accountable to a state-level administrative structure.
Integration of services is encouraged, and duplica-
tion of services is discouraged, with the ultimate
goal being comprehensive and coordinated services
for all families in all areas of the state.

These state programs differ slightly in structure,
but differ more profoundly in the amount of money
they have available to carry out their muiticompo-
nent early childhood initiatives, and in the time-
frame they have established for conducting out-
comes evaluations.
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Guidelines for Evaluation
of Multicomponent Early
Childhood Initiatives

The National Governors Association (NGA) Center for
Best Practices, working with several early childhood
experts, has generated guidelines for evaluating
statewide early childhood initiatives (Bernier et al.,
2002). The impetus for the NGA's creation of the
guidelines was the proliferation of such initiatives,
which often require outcome-based evaluations in
order to demonstrate to state legislatures and other
funders that the initiatives are producing resulits.
However, the evaluation of these complex initiatives
is challenging. One challenge is that the initiatives
are often designed to affect whole communities
rather than target a certain group or population.
Another challenge is that the initiatives usually sup-
plement or improve existing programs or services,
rather than (or in addition to) creating new programs
or services. South Carolina’s multicomponent early
childhood initiative shares both of these qualities,
and thus poses challenges for program evaluation.

The NGA document suggests that evaluations
should utilize multiple approaches, including a study
of the effectiveness of program implementation,
tracking key indicators over time, and evaluating the
results for program participants. Furthermore, dif-
ferent research approaches should be used in a logi-
cal sequence. The authors suggest that expecta-
tions should be reasonable; given that results might
take several years to achieve, interim measures
should be developed. For example, large-scale ini-
tiatives should monitor early outcomes first (e.g.,
whether programs were implemented in the manner
in which they were intended), followed by intermedi-
ate outcomes (e.g., how well-implemented programs
affect the determinants of school readiness), and
finally long-term outcomes (e.g., how well-imple-
mented programs improve determinants, which in
turn lead to improvements in children’s readiness
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for school, school adjustment, and academic func-
tioning).

Following this advice, a study of program imple-
mentation should be the initial step to determine
whether promising programs have been well imple-
mented to address the identified needs in a county.
This type of study gathers descriptive data to docu-
ment how the initiative was structured, how and
when funds were spent, how many children or fami-
lies have been served, who is being served, and
exactly what program activities were undertaken.
The programs as actually implemented can be com-
pared to the original plans for implementation to
assess early successes or areas for improvement.
This is exactly the approach taken for this initial
evaluation report on First Steps.

Of course, the intended effect of most early
childhood initiatives is an improvement in children’s
school readiness. However, it takes years for such
changes to occur. Only after the programs have
been in place for a time should a study of longer-
term results for children, families, and communities
be conducted. The NGA report refers to a “hold
harmiess period” to let programs get established
before studies of program effects on child outcomes
are attempted, citing work by United Way Success by
6. Specifically, United Way recommends waiting two
years after program implementation before outcome
data are collected (United Way of America, 1996).

Studies that seek to determine program effects
on outcomes also come in various designs. Each of
these approaches offers a different level of “evi-
dence” that a program is responsible for the change
in child outcomes. Outcome studies that reporta
correlation between program participation and
school readiness outcomes can say only whether
there is any relationship between the two; they can-
not rule out that another factor is really responsible
for that association. Outcome studies that use
regression analyses to control for other factors and
relationships to outcomes are a step above correla-
tional studies, but are still much less definitive than



experimental studies. Similarly, quasi-experimental
studies are often undermined by confounding influ-
ences that cannot be adequately controlled. Only
experimental studies allow for causal relationships
to be tested and thus permit an examination of
whether a program really “worked” (Hollister & Hill,
1995). Experimental studies require random
assignment of participants to either an experimental
or a control group. Such a rigorous design is compli-
cated to achieve in community-wide initiatives such
as First Steps, and may not even be desirable for
various practical or philosophical reasons. For
instance, because First Steps is a voluntary program
(Section 59-152-100(A)), it is highly likely that there
is selection bias in who participates in any given pro-
gram, and it would be hard to obtain a true “control”
group without denying services to some of the peo-
ple who want (and need) services.

An additional way to monitor whether a large-
scale program is having an effect on a community is
to track a select set of child and family well-being
indicators over time. Tracking indicators over time
permits one to see whether children (e.g., a repre-
sentative sample of all children in a state, or all chil-
dren in a particular subpopulation) are improving on
key indicators of well-being over the course of the
initiative's implementation. Tracking indicators
alone cannot determine whether a program is
responsible for the changes that are seen in the
indicators over time. However, over time, indicators
do provide evidence as to whether or not a change
in the direction expected in light of the initiative is
occurring. The legislation identifies nine indicators
that should be tracked in light of First Steps; current-
ly, only two indicators (immunizations and low birth
weight) are being tracked with regularity in the state
of South Carolina.

Methodology for This
Evaluation

As mandated by the legislation, an independent,
external evaluator, Child Trends, under contract with
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the Board of Trustees and with oversight from a
three-person committee, has conducted this evalua-
tion. Based on the evaluation guidelines noted earli-
er and the level of maturity of the First Steps initia-
tive during the first three years of implementation,
this was designed as a process evaluation. Itis
important to mention that several components of
the evaluation were already in place before the
external evaluator was selected in October 2001,
which may have affected the quality and type of data
available for this evaluation.

Types of Data Sources

Data collection and analysis strategies were aimed
at understanding the First Steps initiative at the
state and county levels. Atthe state level, Child
Trends did the following:

® Conducted interviews with state officials,
Office of First Steps staff, Governor's
staff, statewide nonprofit organizations,
and Board of Trustees members.

# Examined state-level reports and docu-
ments, and state-level data (i.e., 2002
Decennial Census, Kids Count, and
administrative data) from the Office of
Research and Statistics.

B Attended State Board of Trustees and
Board committee meetings.

At the county level, Child Trends did the following:

® Conducted telephone interviews with all
46 Executive Directors of the County
Partnership Boards. The interview proto-
col was designed and administered by
Child Trends. Child Trends also analyzed
the data.®

® Conducted site visits to 23 different First
Steps programs in 17 counties represent-
ing all regions of the state.

STables summarizing these data, as well as all other data
collected by Child Trends for this report, are available from
Child Trends upon request.
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# Conducted interviews with the six Office of
First Steps Technical Assistants regarding
their work with County Partnership Boards
and Executive Directors, as well as a sur-
vey regarding their work with each county.
Child Trends designed and administered
the interview and survey. Child Trends
also analyzed the data.

# Reviewed surveys conducted by the Office
of First Steps for 15 counties in the year
2000.

B Reviewed each of the two years of County
Partnership Board survey data. The Office
of First Steps administered these surveys.
The sample sizes were 732 for 2001 and
911 for 2002.6

# Reviewed surveys conducted by the Office
of First Steps at County Partnership train-
ing sessions in September and October
1999 (n=818), and April and June 2000
(n=166). These were analyzed by the
Institute for Families in Society.

# Reviewed and summarized the Program
Effectiveness Reports (PERs), which were
completed for 350 of the 351 First Steps
programs during fiscal year 2001-02. The
University of South Carolina Institute for
Families in Society was in charge of com-
pleting the PERs.

8 Analyzed Family Satisfaction Survey data
for a select number of early childhood
education, parenting, and child care pro-
grams. William Preston and Associates
administered these surveys. A total of
5,442 parents returned the surveys. Child
Trends analyzed the data.

In order to understand the administrative struc-
ture of First Steps and how the County Partnerships
functioned during the first three years of implemen-
tation, Child Trends staff relied on information from
interviews with the Executive Directors, members of
the State Board of Trustees, and Technical
Assistants. Child Trends also examined the County
Partnership Board Member survey data, the survey
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data from the Technical Assistants, as well as other
state-level and county-level data sources (including
state and county strategic plans and annual reports,
and county applications to First Steps).

In order to understand the nature of program
implementation, Child Trends relied on a number of
additional sources of information. The primary
sources of data on programs were Program
Effectiveness Reports (PERs), Family Satisfaction
Survey data, fiscal information collected and com-
piled by the OFS Fiscal Reporting System (refer to
the Fiscal Information chapter for a detailed
overview of the OFS Fiscal Reporting System), site
visits, and reports prepared by Effective Practices
Experts (EPEs) in each of the major program areas.
As noted, during one of the site visits, the Child
Trends team visited 23 programs in 17 different
counties. Child Trends staff observed these pro-
grams in action, and also interviewed program direc-
tors, staff, and the Executive Directors from the
counties supporting the program. A further source of
information that informed the summaries of pro-
grams was a set of detailed reports written by
experts in the areas of programs for young children
and community collaboration: the EPEs for the First
Steps initiative. Five papers were written, one on
child care, community collaboration, early educa-
tion, parenting/family strengthening, and health
care. Each paper provides a literature review on
best practices, an examination of the programs
used in South Carolina, and lessons learned and
recommendations. An additional paper was provid-
ed on the process of collecting PER data. Other
background papers that informed this evaluation
were written on the history of First Steps (Holmes,
2002b), the statutory requirements of the First
Steps legislation (Holmes, 2002c¢), the history of the
fiscal management system, and the application of
the First Steps' logic model (Holmes, 2002a).

6County Partnership Board survey data for 2001 were
analyzed by the Institute for Families in Society; data for
2002 were analyzed by the Office of Research and
Statistics.



The above-mentioned data sources are outlined
in Table 2 and Table 3 in the Appendix. Table 2
notes the primary data sources, how the data were
collected, and the characteristics of the sample for
each data source. Table 3 describes supplemental
and background documents, such as working
papers, annual reports, and strategic plans, provid-
ed to Child Trends by the Office of First Steps (OFS).

Overall, Child Trends conducted a series of inter-
views, visited county programs, summarized PERs,
reviewed Effective Practice Reports, conducted sec-
ondary analysis on administrative data, analyzed
survey data, and analyzed many other types of
materials regarding First Steps at the state and
county level in order to evaluate the functioning of
First Steps in its first three years of implementation.

Data Quality Control Procedures

The accuracy of the data reported in this evaluation
was a priority. When concerns were raised regard-
ing the reliability or validity of a piece of data, Child
Trends consulted with the three-person oversight
committee, the Office of First Steps, the Office of
Research and Statistics, and the Institute for
Families in Society. In some cases, concerns about
data quality were not resolved through further
inquiry; in such cases, those data were excluded
from analysis in this report. In general, every
attempt was made to address discrepancies and to
report the most accurate information about First
Steps. When appropriate, Child Trends has indicat-
ed in footnotes qualifying information about some of
the data reported. It is noteworthy to mention that
OFS and ORS have taken steps to improve data col-
lection and reporting for the future. Indeed, the
process of carrying out this evaluation has had, as a
bi-product, a greater emphasis on data collection
and data quality in the First Steps initiative (refer to
the Administrative Structures chapter for a further
discussion of the First Steps data collection system).

It was a goal of this report to base all sections on
multiple data sources. “Triangulating” information
from multiple data sources provided a stronger

Introduction

basis for conclusions. It also permitted us to identify
instances in which differing informants had some-
what different perspectives on an issue. Drafts of
this report were double-checked against original
data sources.

Standards and Procedures for
Insuring Impatrtiality of the Report

A three-person committee oversaw all aspects of
this evaluation study in order to insure its objectivity
and impartiality. Child Trends’ evaluation design
was reviewed and approved by this committee, and
the committee reviewed and approved the programs
and individuals visited during the site visits to South
Carolina.

Setting the Context for
First Steps: The State of
Children and Families in
South Carolina

Who Can Benefit from First Steps to
School Readiness?

The First Steps initiative was designed so that young
children and their families in every county and from
every kind of social background might benefit from
the programs it supported. In addition, there is a
special focus on meeting the needs of children at
greater risk of not being ready for school, a focus
reflected in funding allocation formulas and the
needs and resources assessments conducted within
each county. For these reasons, providing an
answer to the question of who can benefit requires
that we look at all children and their families, and at
those who are at greater risk of arriving at school
not ready to learn.
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The Chlidren of South Carolina

There were 318,543 children ages zero to five in
South Carolina in the year 2000, according to the
decennial census. Over 239,000 families had one or
more children under age six. Nearly six in ten of
South Carolina’s young children are white non-
Hispanic. About a third are black, and the remainder
are members of other races (3.5 percent) or are
Hispanic (3.5 percent).”

The number of young children in each county
varies from a high of 30,787 in Greenville County to
498 in McCormick County. Over half of the children
under age six live in just nine counties.®

Over time, between 2000 and 2007, when the
First Steps initiative must be considered for reautho-
rization, around 700,000 children could potentially
benefit from First Steps programs (Child Trends,
2002a). ©

There are two measures of difficulty with school
readiness that have been used in the state for some
years: first grade failures, and the percent judged as
“not ready for first grade” as determined by the
Coghnitive Skills Assessment Battery (CSAB).10 Each
of these measures has shortcomings as a measure
of school readiness. Grade failure rates are deter-
mined by practices and policies that can vary sub-
stantially from school district to school district, and
even over time within a school district. This means
that differences across counties and changes over
time may reflect differences in practice rather than
differences in readiness. The school readiness
measure based on the CSAB is problematic because
it focuses primarily on academic abilities, ignoring
other important aspects of readiness such as
social/emotional development and health. Efforts
have already been made to improve available meas-
ures of early school readiness in the state.11

At present, first grade failure and CSAB results

are the measures that are available, and so we pres-
ent them here, mindful of their limitations. In the

47

year 2000, 6.9 percent of all first grade students
(3,754 children) failed to pass the first grade. Early
grade failure is more common among minority chil-
dren (mostly African American) than among white
children in the state.12 The percent of children in
first grade who were determined to be “not ready”
according to the CSAB was higher, at 14.8 percent
for 2001.

The percent of students who failed first grade in
2000 ranged widely across the state from a low of
1.5 percent to 16 percent.13 Ten counties held
back at least one in ten students in 2000. The per-
cent of first graders judged “not ready” according to
the CSAB measure also ranged widely, from 3.3 per-
cent to over 40 percent (see Figure 2 in the
Appendix) (South Carolina Kids Count, 2002a).

Who is at Risk of Not Being Ready
for School?

Early child development research provides us with
important guidance in identifying which groups of
young children are more likely to arrive at school
with low levels of preparedness in one or more criti-

TFor the 2000 Census it was possible for individuals to
be identified with more than one race. The estimates for
white and black children presented here refer to those
non-Hispanics who were identified with only one race.
Those with two or more races are included in the “other
races” category, which also includes Asian and Pacific
Islanders and Native Americans.

8Greenvi||e, Richland, Charleston, Spartanburg, Lexington,
Horry, York, Anderson, and Berkeley.

9 This estimate assumes a constant child population size
in each year between 2000 and 2007.

10see, for example, South Carolina Kids Count 2002
report at http://167.7.127.238/kc/default.html

117he CSAB has been discontinued in the fall of 2001,
and replaced with the South Carolina Readiness
Assessment, an abbreviated and adapted version of the
Work Sampling System in 2001-2.

12gee South Carolina Kids Count 2002, Figure 7,
“Failures grades 1-3 in 2000.”
http://167.7.127.238/kc/default.ntml

13|t should be noted that Saluda, which had the lowest
percent of first grade students who failed first grade, had
one of the highest rates of first graders judged “not ready”

according to the CSAB measure (43" out of 46 counties).




cal areas.14 Family characteristics related to
greater risk include poverty, not living with both bio-
logical parents,15 poor maternal mental health, low
parental education, home environments that are not
intellectually stimulating, and harsh parenting prac-
tices (Halle, Zaff, Calkins, & Margie, 2000).
Individual characteristics related to early school
readiness problems include low birth weight, lack of
proper immunization, poor nutrition, and early emo-
tional and behavioral problems (Child Trends, 2001,
Huffman et al., 2000).

The First Steps legislation requires that certain
data be collected; however data on only two of the
measures are currently being collected by the
state—data on immunization and low birth weight.16
It is recommended that all of the data should be col-
lected for future evaluations.

While we do not have South Carolina data for all
of these risk groups, we do have estimates for sever-
al, which we will now review.

Family Poverty

In 1999, 20.1 percent of children under the age of
six were living in poor families (this was slightly high-
er than the national average of 18 percent in
1999).17 About one half of those children were in
very poor families whose income is less than half
the poverty level.

Across counties the poverty rate for young chil-
dren varies substantially, ranging from 12.0 percent
to nearly one half (48.8 percent). Regional clusters
of low and high poverty counties are also evident
(see Figure 3 in the Appendix) (Child Trends,
2002b).

Family Structure

In South Carolina, two-thirds of children under age 6
in families lived in two-parent households in 2000,
and one-third lived in single-parent households.
Nine counties had single-parent household rates
below 30 percent, and only one exceeded 50 per-
cent (Child Trends, 2002c).

48

Introduction

At-risk Births

In 2000, four in ten (39.8 percent) newborns were
born to unmarried mothers, and one in five (20.9
percent) were born to women who did not have a
high school diploma. Both proportions exceed the
national average.

About one in seven (14.4 percent) were born to
mothers who were both unmarried and lacked a
high school diploma. In 10 counties18 more than 20
percent of all newborns were born into such fami-
lies, though in no county did the rate exceed 25 per-
cent (see Figure 4 in the Appendix). Only two coun-
ties had rates below 10 percent (South Carolina
Kids Count, 2002b).

Immunization

Data collected annually in the state of South
Carolina show substantial increases in the percent
of two-year-olds who were fully immunized during
the 1990s, from 62.0 percent in 1993 to 87.7 per-
cent in 2000 (South Carolina Department of Health
and Environmental Control, 2002). Estimates for
2000 from national sources indicate that South
Carolina compares favorably with the country as a
whole in its immunization rate for two-year-olds
(Centers for Disease Control, 2001).

14 £or a useful summary, see Child Trends (2001) School
Readiness: Helping communities get children ready for
school and schools ready for children. Washington, DC:
Child Trends.

15 Living within high conflict households where both bio-
logical parents are present is also considered a risk factor.

16 According to Section 59-152-160(C), these data
include, but are not limited to, schoo! readiness meas-
ures, benefits from child development services, immuniza-
tion status, low birth weight rates, parent literacy, parent-
ing skills, parental involvement, transportation, and
developmental screening resuits.

17 These estimates were taken from the 2000 Decennial
Census. Estimates of poverty are based on reported
income from the previous year, 1999.

181hese include Allendale, Chesterfield, Dillon, Hampton,

Jasper, Lancaster, Laurens, Lee, Marlboro, and Saluda
counties.

Report to the Legislature 2003 I



Introduction

County-level data are available for children strengthening First Steps given the findings of this
served by public health clinics. These year 2000 first evaluation.
estimates indicate that the percent of children up to
age 24 months who were not fully immunized19
ranged from one percent to 28 percent, with all but
three reporting counties below 15 percent.20

Low Birth Welght

In 2000, about one in ten newborns (9.7 percent) in
South Carolina were low birth weight babies weigh-
ing below 5.5 pounds. This is up slightly from 9.2
percent in 1991 (South Carolina Department of
Health and Environmental Control, 2002). County
levels ranged from 6.5 percent to 16.7 percent
(South Carolina Kids Count, 2002b).

Early Prenatal Care

South Carolina has made significant gains in the
percentage of mothers receiving early prenatal care
(in the first trimester), from 68.8 percent in 1991 to
78.6 percent in 2000 (South Carolina Department
of Health and Environmental Control, 2002).

Summary

In sum, while First Steps seeks to support the devel-
opment of all young children in the state, some chil-
dren and families may need more intensive supports
to address risk factors. At the state level, the pro-
portion of children with specific risk factors ranges
from about 10 percent (children born at low birth
weight) to about 40 percent (children born to an
unmarried mother). Counties vary substantially in
the proportion of children with each risk factor.

In presenting the findings of this evaluation, we
turn first to a series of chapters on the administra-
tion and functioning of First Steps (administrative
structures, fiscal information, and collaboration as
fostered by First Steps). We then turn to a chapter

197hese include immunization against polio, measles,
diphtheria, tetanus, Haemophilus influenza B, and whoop-

reviewing evidence on the implementation of First ing cough.
Steps-funded programs in the four most prevalent 20compatible estimates were not available for two coun-
program types (early education, parent education ties, Greenville and Pickens (South Carolina Kids Count,

and family strengthening, child care, and health). 2002b).

We conclude with a chapter summarizing accom-
plishments, challenges and recommendations for
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Administrative Structures

Introduction

As described in Sections 20-7-9700 and 59-152-50
of the legislation, a South Carolina First Steps to
School Readiness Board of Trustees and an Office of
South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness
(OFS) were established to oversee the First Steps ini-
tiative and to provide technical assistance regarding
its implementation at the state and county levels.
The legislation also called for the development of 46
County First Steps Partnerships to implement the
First Steps initiative. In order to carry out their
duties, the County Partnerships also each estab-
lished a local county First Steps office to help coordi-
nate and oversee implementation.

Overview of Key Findings and
Conclusions

The key findings and conclusions of this chapter
include the following:

B The key administrative bodies (Board of
Trustees, County Partnership Boards, and
OFS) were formed in a relatively short
period of time; much more time, however,
was needed to develop the infrastructure
necessary to implement First Steps.

g Each of the administrative bodies has
devoted a considerable amount of time
and resources to developing leadership
at the state and county levels to imple-
ment First Steps.

o In the last three years, OFS has worked
intensively to develop systems and pro-
cedures to administer First Steps at the
county level. In addition, OFS has acted
as a facilitator to counties in the various
stages of design and implementation of
their strategic plans.

o The administrative bodies are carrying
out all assigned functions as mandated
in the legislation.

B The formation of the Board of Trustees
and the County Partnership Boards
helped to bring the key stakeholders
together to discuss ways to maximize

resources and to address gaps in services

provided to young children and their fami-

lies. In addition, the formation of the

Board of Trustees and the County

Partnership Boards provided a context in

which collaborations across agencies and

organizations were more likely to occur.

o The Board of Trustees and the County
Partnership Boards consist of a diverse
group of individuals representing a
range of key agencies and organiza-
tions.

o The Board of Trustees and the County
Partnership Boards worked closely with
the OFS to accomplish mandated func-
tions, as well as establish goals and
objectives for First Steps at the state
and county level.

B The time needed to develop a data collec-
tion system that could serve the needs of
First Steps was underestimated. Also
underestimated was the level of skill and
effort that such an undertaking would
entail.

o Much of the infrastructure necessary to
implement a data collection system and
to conduct data collection was not pres-
ent at the inception of First Steps.

o Data reporting requirements were ini-
tially unclear to counties and vendors.

This chapter is based on information from vari-
ous sources, including interviews with staff mem-
bers at the OFS, state officials, Governor's staff,
State Board of Trustee Members, staff of non-profit
organizations, and county Executive Directors; itis
also based on data collected from annual County
Partnership Board surveys, Effective Practices
Experts (EPE) reports, county site visits, and official
First Steps materials. From these sources a great
deal of information was learned about the develop-
ment, composition, and functioning of the various
administrative bodies of First Steps.

Q
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South Carolina First
Steps to School
Readiness State Board of
Trustees

History

Soon after the legislation was passed, the State
Board of Trustees moved to become incorporated
and began to fund counties to implement the initia-
tive. The Board of Trustees was established in the
summer of 1999 to oversee the South Carolina First
Steps to School Readiness Initiative. As required by
the legislation, the Governor, the President Pro
Tempore of the Senate, and the Speaker of the
House appointed 18 voting members. In addition,
the Governor and State Superintendent of Education
filled two additional voting seats. Ten of the eleven
non-voting members were also appointed at this
time.

Since its inception, the Board has meton a
monthly basis to monitor the First Steps to School
Readiness Initiative. The Board held its first meeting
in August 1999. At this meeting, the Board of
Trustees was incorporated as a nonprofit organiza-
tion. In addition, the Bylaws, the Office of First Steps
staffing plan, and the budget were approved. The
Governor also appointed a Vice-Chair of the Board.
During the following two Board meetings, the Board
approved the operating policies, procedures and
guidelines, as well as the specifications for the Level
One grant application and review process. In
December 1999, the Board began approving and
funding Level One applications. In the fall of 2000,
the Board began to approve and fund Level Two
applications. In the spring of 2002, the Board
began to approve and fund County Partnership
Renewal applications.

Composition

The State Board of Trustees is made up of a
diverse group of individuals representing various
state agencies and key community stakeholders

Administrative Structures

(2000, 2001, and 2002 Annual Report to the
General Assembly). As required by the legislation,
the current State Board of Trustees consists of the
Governor; the Superintendent of Education; the
Chairman of the Senate Education Committee or
designee; the Chairman of the House Education and
Public Works Committee or designee; 18 voting
members appointed by the Governor; President Pro
Tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the
House; and 12 non-voting members who represent
various state agencies and organizations. The
Board initially consisted of 11 non-voting members.
However, in 2000 the Board asked the General
Assembly to add a representative from the State
Technical College System because of the colleges’
leading role in training child care workers.

The Governor appoints two members from each
of the following categories: a parent of a young child;
a member of the business community; an early
childhood educator; a medical or child care provider;
and one member each from the Senate and the
House of Representatives. The President Pro
Tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the
House of Representatives each appoint one mem-
ber from the following categories: parent of a young
child; a member of the business community; an
early childhood educator; and a medical or child
care provider.

The state agency members are Executive
Directors or designees from the following: the
Department of Social Services; the Department of
Health and Environmental Control; the Department
of Health and Human Services; the Department of
Mental Health; the Department of Alcohol and Other
Drug Abuse Services; the Department of
Transportation; the Department of Disabilities and
Special Needs; and the Budget and Contro! Board.
The state organization members consist of repre-
sentatives from the South Carolina State Library, the
Transportation Association of South Carolina, the
South Carolina Technical College System, and the
State Advisory Committee on the Regulation of Child
Day Care Facilities.
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According to the Annual Reports to the General
Assembly, over the past three years, the State Board
of Trustees has been at capacity and has experi-
enced limited turnover. As envisioned by the legisla-
tion, the State Board of Trustees has helped to
ensure the representation of key stakeholders,
including various state agencies. The required com-
position of the State Board of Trustees has facilitat-
ed statewide collaborations across different sectors.

Functions

The State Board of Trustee's functions are divided
across committees. Initially, the Board of Trustees
established six committees: the Executive
Committee; the Strategic Planning and
Administration Committee; the Fiscal Accountability
and Evaluation Committee; the Applications/Grants
Committee; the Legislative and Agency Relations
Committee; and the County Relations and Oversight
Committee. As the functions and responsibilities of
the Board have evolved, one committee (the County
Relations and Oversight Committee) has been dis-
solved; the remaining five committees continue to
function. The duties of the current committees are
as follows:

8 The Executive Committee:

O Acts in place of the Board at times when
the entire Board cannot meet; and

o Exercises all of the authority of the
Board, so its actions are of the full
Board.

8 The Strategic Planning and Administration

Committee:

O Works together with OFS to review the
First Steps state level strategic plan;

o Oversees the OFS Director, as well as
the administrative affairs, including
budgetary, fiscal, staffing, and compen-
sation matters.

8 The Application/Grants Committee:

O Assists in the development of county
grant applications;

O Reviews county grant applications and
makes recommendations to the full
Board;

o Develops policies and procedures for
the award of First Steps’ grants;

O Establishes guidelines regarding the
disbursement of public funds and pri-
vate contributions; and

O Reviews requests for changes in the
mandated match (i.e., 15 percent) and
administrative cap (i.e., eight percent).

The Legislative and Agency Relations

Committee:

O Assists OFS in developing the Annual
Reports to the General Assembly and
makes recommendations to the full
State Board of Trustees regarding
amendments to the First Steps legisla-
tion,

O Educates legislators and their staff on
the First Steps initiative;

O Assists in the coordination and collabo-
ration among state agencies; and

O Assists OFS in identifying available fed-
eral and state funds.

The Fiscal Accountability and Evaluation

Committee:

o Ensures that all legislative evaluation
requirements are met;

O Assists OFS in examining whether First
Steps services are meeting goals estab-
lished by legislation, and assists in mon-
itoring the initiative’s overal! effects;

O Oversees technical assistance provided 1The Legislative and Agency Relations Committee was dis-
to County Partnerships by OFS; and solved in June 2002; their functions were absorbed by the

o Oversees and reviews the Bylaws of the full Board of Trustees.
County Partnerships.
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O Assists OFS in the development of &
comprehensive fiscal monitoring sys-
tem;

O Assists in the coordination of the three-
year program evaluation; and

o Assists OFS in developing of the Annual
Reports to the General Assembly.

The committee structure has heiped members
focus on and accomplish specific tasks. For exam-
ple, the Strategic Planning and Administration
Committee, with the approval of the Board of
Trustees and the assistance of OFS, developed the
State Strategic Plan for First Steps. The Strategic
Plan, approved in 2001, was designed to promote
the development of collaborative efforts among
state agencies, and among public and private organ-
izations at the state and county level. The stated
mission of the Strategic Plan is:

... [to] promote improved school readiness
through collaborative state and county part-
nerships that generate results-oriented ini-
tiatives. First Steps initiatives will mobilize
communities to (a) enhance the readiness
of young children to enter first grade suc-
cessfully in terms of cognitive, general
knowledge, language, health, social skills,
and emotional well-being; (b) strengthen
the capacity of families to be their chil-
dren’s first and most important teachers;
and (c) facilitate integrated service delivery.

(p- 1)

The creation of the Strategic Plan laid the foun-
dation for a comprehensive, long-range initiative for
improving school readiness. The objectives of the
Strategic Plan are to:

® Support quality, non-duplicative and inte-
grated community-based programs;

B Develop a statewide system to assess
how the initiative is enhancing school
readiness,

® Design and continuously improve county
programs based on emerging knowledge
and effective practices;
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® Operate according to established high
standards; and

® Provide quality leadership and support for
the initiative at the state and county level.

According to interviews with the State Board of
Trustee members, OFS Technical Assistants, and the
2000 Report to the General Assembly, in order to
implement this plan, the State Board of Trustees
along with OFS oversaw the development of the
County Partnership Boards. These activities includ-
ed participating in 46 county forums, which helped
to establish the County Partnership Boards; provid-
ing training to County Partnerships on how to com-
plete their Level One grant applications; incorporat-
ing all 46 County Partnerships; and developing
support materials for the County Partnership
Boards.

In addition to establishing the County
Partnerships, the State Board of Trustees is also
responsible for reviewing and approving each of the
46 counties’ strategic plans. Under the guidance of
the Applications/Grants Committee, OFS created
Level One and Level Two application packets. Both
the Level One and Level Two applications were sub-
jected to an external review process, as well as an
internal review (by OFS and Board members) before
they could be approved and awarded. External
reviewers consisted of staff from state and local
agencies, universities, and non-profit organizations.
The Applications/Grants committee then reviewed
the County Partnerships’ applications and external
review comments, and made a final recommenda-
tion, which was presented to the full Board.

The State Board of Trustees is also mandated to
establish a management and evaluation system to
oversee the implementation of the First Steps initia-
tive at the state and county levels. OFS, under the
guidance of the Strategic Planning and
Administrative Committee and Fiscal Accountability
and Evaluation Committee, is working on establish-
ing several internal processes to oversee the imple-
mentation of the initiative. For example, OFS devel-
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oped the System to Ensure Program Success
(STEPS), a tool to measure County Partnership
progress. STEPS was designed to monitor three key
areas: operations, program activities, and fiscal
accountability. In addition, as mandated by the legis-
lation, a program evaluation of the First Steps initia-
tive at the state and county levels must be conduct-
ed every three years by an independent, external
evaluator. The external evaluation is overseen by a
committee of three members: one appointed by the
Board of Trustees, one appointed by the President
Pro Tempore of the Senate, and one appointed by
the Speaker of the House. As required by the legisla-
tion, the three committee members are profession-
ally recognized as experts in child development,
early childhood education, or another closely related
field. The Board also oversees internal evaluation
functions, such as annual County Partnership
Surveys and county level evaluation efforts (e.g., the
Program Effectiveness Reports, or PERS).

Even though the State Board of Trustees and
OFS are mandated to provide oversight to the
County Partnerships, the State Board of Trustees is
very clear that its role should not be directive toward
the County Partnerships. The State Board of
Trustees is committed to providing support and guid-
ance via OFS to County Partnerships without dictat-
ing how First Steps is implemented at the county
level. The State Board of Trustees members have
suggested that this has not always been an easy
task. The State Board of Trustees has had to ensure
that all County Partnerships adhere to legislative
requirements, while at the same time respecting
local needs and priorities of counties. The State
Board of Trustees and OFS are both committed to
fostering county autonomy, but adherence to the leg-
islation requirements and limitations takes prece-
dence.

The Board of Trustees is also mandated to devel-
op coordination and collaboration among service
providers. For example, in 1999 a team of various
state agencies and organizations met to identify rel-
evant data elements for the county needs assess-

: j South Carolina First Steps

ment process. The goal of this meeting was to pro-
vide data, such as Kids Count data to the County
Partnership Boards, that would help them identify
specific needs in their counties. The team consisted
of members from the Office of First Steps, Office of
Research and Statistics, Department of Health and
Environmental Control, Department of Social
Services, Department of Health and Human
Services, Department of Education, and the United
Way of South Carolina.

The Governor facilitated statewide coordination
and collaboration by establishing the First Steps
Inter-Agency Work Group. The work group consists
of senior-level representatives from cabinet and
non-cabinet agencies, as well as statewide non-prof-
it organizations. Various teams were created out of
the First Steps Inter-Agency Work Group, including
the Evaluation/Goals Team; the Grant Application
Design Team; the Collaboration Team; the
Conference Planning Team; and the Promising
Practices Team. Moreover, state agencies and
organizations, along with First Steps, have made
strides in coordinating services to complement
efforts at the county level. Specifically, the Board
approved several state-level strategies. For example,
the United Way of South Carolina, together with First
Steps, coordinated efforts to purchase and deliver
books to young children. In addition to encouraging
a collaborative spirit among state agencies and
organizations regarding school readiness, the Board
has been able to raise additional non-governmental
funds for the First Steps initiative.

The Board of Trustees has submitted Annual
Reports to the General Assembly, and when appro-
priate, asked the General Assembly to consider spe-
cific recommendations. For example, in 2000 the
State Board of Trustees recommended an increase
in the appropriation to the First Steps initiative. In
2001, the Board requested an increase in the num-
ber of full time employees (FTEs) assigned to First
Steps, and a reduction in the number of legislatively
required reports to the General Assembly.
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Overall, the formation of the State Board of
Trustees and its work have helped to focus the initia-
tive's resources and funds in an efficient manner. In
addition, the composition of the Board and its
efforts have facilitated the coordination of services
and helped to maximize resources for children and
families.

County Partnership
Boards

History

Soon after the inception of First Steps in June 1999,
the Office of First Steps, the Board of Trustees,
along with state agencies, helped to facilitate the
formation of the 46 County Partnership Boards
(2000 Annual Report to General Assembly; Andrews,
2002). As an initial step, forums were held from
September to December 1999 in each of the 46
counties. According to Andrews (2002) and inter-
views with OFS Technical Assistants, these forums
were attended by over 5000 individuals, including
community, faith, and business leaders; health pro-
fessionals; members of the child care industry; edu-
cation professionals; local elected officials; govern-
ment employees; and private area residents. Local
volunteers, in close collaboration with OFS and local
legislators, organized and convened the forums.
The volunteers worked within a brief time frame to
become oriented to the First Steps legislation, to
compile the necessary information, and elicit com-
munity attendance and participation (2000 Annual
Report to General Assembly).

The forums helped to formally introduce and ori-
ent the local communities to the mission of First
Steps and more specifically to the roles and respon-
sibilities of the County Partnership Boards (2000
Annual Report to General Assembly). Most impor-
tantly, the forums served as a vehicle from which to
identify and recruit potential County Partnership
Board members. Immediately following the forums,
the County Partnership Boards were formed. Once
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the Board officers were elected, each County
Partnership was charged with overseeing and carry-
ing out the Level One applications, which allowed
County Partnerships to conduct needs and
resources assessments, as well as develop a strate-
gic plan. Once the tasks of the Level One applica-
tions were accomplished, County Partnerships were
then able to apply for Level Two applications. Level
Two applications allowed for the implementation of
programs at the county level. in the spring of 2000,
the approval of Level Two applications and the
approval of renewal applications began.

Composition

All County Partnership Boards have successfully
designated and filled the legislatively mandated
seats. According to Andrews (2002) and the County
Partnership Board Surveys, Board members are
drawn from a wide array of sectors and back-
grounds; among those included are experts in the
fields of early childhood and family education; local
school district and state agency officials; child care
providers and advocates; and leaders in the faith
and business communities. In addition to the repre-
sentation of multiple sectors and field, the County
Partnership Boards are diverse in terms of gender,
race, and ethnicity.

While sector and group representation is fairly
consistent across the state, the size of individual
County Partnerships does vary slightly, primarily as a
function of the number of local school districts.
Currently, the size of the County Partnership Boards
ranges from a low of 20 board members to a high of
36 (2002 County Partnership Annual Reports). On
average the County Partnership Boards consist of
26 members for a total of 835 County Board
Members across the state (2002 County
Partnership Annual Reports).2 Based on the most

2Figures are derived from individual county annual
reports. Counties that did not report membership are not
included in these estimates.
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recent County Partnership Board survey, over 80
percent of Board members reported that the nomi-
nating process ensures board diversity and helps to
recruit members with the necessary skills.

According to the Executive Directors, counties
report few problems overall in their ability to recruit
and retain Board members. Although a number of
County Partnership Boards are not at full capacity
(all legislatively mandated seats, however, have at
some point been filled in these counties), few
Executive Directors report this as being a barrier to
the County Partnership Board’s functioning and
effectiveness. In general, the Executive Directors
and Andrews (2002) noted that the two seats for
which counties have experienced some difficulty in
recruiting and maintaining representation are trans-
portation and a parent of preschool aged children.
These seats have been difficult to recruit and main-
tain for different reasons. On the one hand, coun-
ties report that the small and limited pool of individ-
uals working in the transportation sector hinders
their ability to recruit. Specifically, Executive
Directors have noted that the individuals working in
the transportation arena are stretched thin, often
serving on multiple committees at various capacities
across their communities. On the other hand, while
the legislation seeks to ensure that the County
Partnership Boards have representation from the
population First Steps is intended to serve, in prac-
tice this goal has been difficult to accomplish.
According to the Executive Directors, parents of pre-
school children served by First Steps face obstacles,
such as child care, that can make their regular par-
ticipation more difficult. In addition, Executive
Directors have reported that many parents are not
accustomed to serving on Boards.

Functions

According to the Executive Directors, most County
Partnership Boards’ functions are divided across
subcommittees. Most of the County Partnership
Boards developed subcommittees that focused on
particular areas either in terms of strategies (e.g.,
child care, health, 4K, etc.) or County Partnership
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Board function (e.g., nomination committee). As the
needs of the County Partnership Boards have
changed, some subcommittees have been disman-
tled and others have been formed. In addition, sev-
eral of the County Partnership Boards have estab-
lished executive committees. These executive
committees consist of the Board Chair and Vice-
Chair, Executive Director and subcommittee chairs.
Overall, according to the Executive Director inter-
views, executive committees appear to have helped
increase the level of communication, as well as the
focus and efficiency of the County Partnership
Boards. The executive committees meet regularly to
report on the work and progress of the individual
subcommittees. The legislatively mandated duties
of the County Partnership Boards are as follows:
® Adopt the Bylaws as established by the
Board of Trustees;
® Coordinate a collaborative effort to identi-
fy needs and develop a strategic plan to
address said needs;
B Coordinate and oversee the implementa-
tion of the strategic plan;
® Conduct annual needs and resource
assessment;
® [mplement fiscal policies and procedures;
® Maintain records of meetings, programs,
and activities; and
® Submit an annual report to the Board of
Trustees.

According to Andrews (2002}, early in the
launching of the First Steps initiative, OFS, the State
Board of Trustees, and the County Partnership
Boards recognized the importance of training and
developing skills necessary to carrying out the
County Partnership Boards’ functions. When recruit-
ing members for the County Partnerships, counties
had varying pools of experts to draw upon, which
meant that the County Partnership Boards began
the process of structuring First Steps with differing
levels of skill and expertise. According to surveys of
County Partnership Board members conducted in
1999, on one hand, many County Partnership Board
members had experience in collaborating with other
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organizations, writing goal and objective statements,
and conducting needs assessments—skills that are
crucial to the successful functioning of County
Partnership Boards and the implementation of First
Steps. On the other hand, many County Partnership
Board members lacked skills in several areas vital to
their ability to carry out roles and responsibilities.
For example, a third of County Partnership Board
members had no experience in grant writing and
only a quarter had previously written grants them-
selves (Andrews, 2002). County Partnership Board
members were also lacking expertise in how to carry
out resource assessments, conduct research on
best practices, evaluate programs, and write pro-
gram plans (Andrews, 2002). Only about a quarter
of County Partnership Board members reported hav-
ing a lot or very much knowledge in these key areas,
according to the 1999 County Partnership Board
surveys (Andrews, 2002, p. 25).

OFS provided extensive technical assistance and
consultation, which assisted the County Partnership
Board members in developing these skills. OFS
organized and hosted six regional training sessions
in the fall of 1999, which were attended by the
majority of County Partnership Board members
(2000 Annual Report to General Assembly). These
sessions provided County Partnership Board mem-
bers with detailed information on how to conduct
the Level One applications (Andrews, 2002). In
addition to the regional training sessions, OFS pro-
vided technical assistance to County Partnerships
on how to conduct needs and resource assessments
and on grant writing (Andrews, 2002). In January
2001, OFS entered into a contract with the
University of South Carolina Institute for Families in
Society (Interviews with OFS staff, 2002). Staff from
the Institute for Families in Society served as
Planning, Implementation and Evaluation (PIE) con-
sultants. The PIE consultants worked to train and
guide County Partnership Board members on how to
conduct internal needs and resource assessments.
In addition, they provided expertise on how to con-
duct and evaluate research and identify appropriate
best practice models (Andrews, 2002).
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Lastly, annual statewide leadership summits
were attended by County Partnership Board Chairs,
Vice Chairs, and if, hired at that point in time,
Executive Directors. The summits, in 2000 and
2002, provided further training in County
Partnership Board development and leadership.

These multiple efforts in County Partnership
Board training and development are reflected in
data from the most recent County Partnership Board
surveys. By the spring of 2002, over 80 percent of
members reported that their County Partnership
Board was doing a good or excellent job in the evalu-
ation and implementation of their strategies; in eval-
uating their progress for interim goals and bench-
marks; and in the area of assessing needs,
capacities, and resources. Assessments by the OFS
Technical Assistants and county Executive Directors
provide further evidence of the progress County
Partnership Boards have made in these areas in a
relatively short period of time. Specifically, data
from interviews with OFS Technical Assistants indi-
cate that less than 20 percent of County Partnership
Boards need additiona! assistance in conducting
county needs assessments; and less than ten per-
cent of County Partnership Boards need further
improvement in their ability to accomplish goals.
Executive Directors provide perhaps the most posi-
tive assessments of the County Partnership Boards'
abilities and progress to date. Overall, close to 70
percent of Executive Directors report that their
County Partnership Board is very effective at getting
their tasks and responsibilities completed. Wile the
County Partnership Boards were initially lacking
skills and expertise in many key areas, they have
been able to acquire them through the multiple
trainings and resources made available to them.

According to Andrews (2002), the County
Partnership Boards' ability to acquire these skKills, in
a short period of time, and build upon their back-
grounds and strengths is due to the resources made
available to them, as well as the energy and commit-
ment of County Partnerships. This accomplishment
is also noteworthy for several other reasons. First, it
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is important to remember that it was only three
years ago that the County Partnerships were devel-
oped. Further, the County Partnership Boards con-
sist of a large number of individuals who represent a
wide spectrum of professional backgrounds and
interests. These diverse interests and backgrounds,
as wel! as the size of the County Partnership Boards,
sometimes initially led to disagreements about how
to proceed and where to focus the County
Partnership Boards' energy (Andrews, 2002).
However, through time spent working together, train-
ings, and a commitment to improving the well-being
of children in South Carolina, most, if not all, County
Partnership Boards have become cohesive
(Andrews, 2002).

Recent data from County Partnership Board sur-
veys and interviews with Executive Directors depict
this process. In 2002, approximately 85 percent of
County Partnership Board members ranked their
Board as being good or excellent in the area of
board cohesion and unity, and about 90 percent
reported that their Board was functioning effectively.
This is further underscored by the way in which the
Executive Directors describe their County
Partnership Boards: most Executive Directors (89
percent) report that they and their County
Partnership Board have a good working relationship.
Moreover, Executive Directors report that disagree-
ments in County Partnership Board meetings are
infrequent (84 percent) and more importantly, when
they do arise, disagreements lead to constructive
resolutions (95 percent). While haif of Executive
Directors reported that some groups and sectors
had more of a voice than others, few reported that
this led to problems in their County Partnership
Boards. The fact that the County Partnership
Boards were formed in a short time also suggests
the perceived need within these communities for
programs that would address the gaps in services
for young children at the county level (Andrews,
2002).

One issue that has been raised by a smalt num-
ber of Executive Directors is the presence on the
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County Partnership Boards of individuals who have
also become vendors for First Steps Programs. it
may be difficult to evaluate the progress of one's
own program. It also may become difficult to make
funding decisions for fellow Board members with
whom one has developed a working relationship.
The County Partnership Boards' Bylaws have provi-
sions concerning conflicts of interests. OFS has also
provided training for County Partnership Board
members regarding concerns of conflicts of inter-
ests. It is important to note that this does not
appear to be a widespread problem; however, it is
one that should be monitored.

Participation and Involvement

At present, according to the 2002 County
Partnership Board Surveys, the majority of County
Partnership Boards meet once per month. As
reported by Executive Directors, during the month,
individual subcommittees may meet to discuss
pending business. In many counties, prior to the full
County Partnership Board meeting, the Board Chair
and Executive Director will meet to set and review
the agenda for the upcoming meeting. According to
the 2002 County Partnership Board Surveys, County
Partnership Board members volunteered between
one and four hours per month in 2002. Including
full County Partnership Board meetings, subcommit-
tee work, community outreach and public relations
efforts, County Partnership Board members volun-
teered an average of approximately 800 hours in the
2001-02 fiscal year (2002 County Annual Reports).
The number of hours volunteered in fisca! year
2001-02 varied across the 46 counties and ranged
from a low of 185 hours to a high of 3,350 hours
(2002 County Annual Reports).

Although County Partnership Board involvement
is relatively high, a number of sources, including
Andrews (2002), Executive Directors, County
Partnership Board Members, and Technical!
Assistants, noted a drop-off in the attendance and
involvement of County Partnership Board members
after Executive Directors were hired. However, this
drop-off does not necessarily reflect a lack of com-



mitment on the part of County Partnership Board
members; rather it may speak to the volume of work
County Partnership Board members no longer have
to conduct now that Executive Directors have been
hired. Executive Directors, in collaboration with
County Partnership Board chairs and other County
Partnership Board members, have come up with
innovative ideas to maintain participation. Some
counties, for example, now hold full County
Partnership Board meeting on alternate months in
order to decrease the time commitment of County
Partnership Board members. Others hold meetings
in alternative locations in order to lessen the
amount of time different members need to spend
commuting to meetings.

While some counties experienced a drop-off in
participation after Executive Directors were hired,
others were less successful in maintaining adequate
participation and involvement from County
Partnership Board members in the beginning
(Andrews, 2002). In contrast to recent problems in
participation, inadequate participation and involve-
ment of committee members in some counties in
the beginning stemmed from issues that were more
difficult to address. For example, Andrews (2002)
notes that participation in the early stages was hin-
dered by perceptions that First Steps was political in
orientation. As a result, key players declined to par-
ticipate. Other County Partnership Board members
faced transportation obstacles that prevented them
from regularly attending County Partnership Board
meetings. Some were reluctant to serve because of
the high level of commitment in both time and ener-
gy required (Andrews, 2002). Andrews also notes
that some expressed frustration with the lack of
focus and structure in County Partnership Board
meetings and work. Many of these issues began to
be addressed in the First Leadership Summit held in
December 2000. During these meetings, consult-
ants worked with County Partnership Board Chairs
and Vice Chairs to further instruct them on the fun-
damentals of County Partnership Board deveiop-
ment and leadership. Together participants devel-
oped incentives to boost participation (Andrews,
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2002). As the state support systems were more
fully developed (e.g., Technical Assistants and Fiscal
Staff) and guidelines were constructed, many coun-
ties were able to improve participation and involve-
ment; however, a number appear to continue to
struggle to varying degrees (Andrews, 2002).

Over the past three years, the County
Partnership Boards have included a diverse body of
representatives from local and state agencies,
organizations, and key community members. These
Partnership Boards have been successful in plan-
ning and implementing programs. Through these
County Partnership Boards, local problems are being
addressed through local solutions. Like the State
Board of Trustees, the composition of the County
Partnership Boards has enabled the key organiza-
tions and agencies serving children to develop pro-
grams and services to address specific local needs
while maximizing resources and reaching popula-
tions not previously served. Moreover, the presence
of the County Partnership Boards has helped to
bring attention and focus to issues related to school
readiness.

Office of First Steps

History

in the summer of 1999, the Office of First Steps was
established and was structured as a “quasi” govern-
mental office. Initially, a small office was set up in
the Governor's office. The small number of employ-
ees and the workload prompted the Governor's
office to request several state agencies to place
employees on assignment with OFS. Four profes-
sionals on loan from the Department of Social
Services, the Department of Health and Human
Services, and the Budget and Control Board went to
work at OFS. One of these individuals eventually
became the Deputy Director of County and Program
Success. Initially, OFS had nine core employees with
several providing technical assistance to the coun-
ties. Over time, OFS has evolved into an office head-
ed by a Director and two Deputy Directors, who cur-
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rently oversee a staff of 21 employees. These
employees include Technical Assistants, External
Affairs staff, and Fiscal and Administrative staff.

Functions

The Office of First Steps was established as the cen-
tral office that would serve as the liaison between
the County Partnerships, the Board of Trustees, and
other collaborative partners at the state and county
level. The role of OFS is to provide guidance to the
counties and serve as the primary advocate of First
Steps throughout the state. More specifically, its
function, as outlined in the legislation include the
following:

@ Coordinate the First Steps initiative with
all other state, local public/private, and
federal efforts to promote good health
and school readiness of young children;

8 Provide the State Board of Trustees with
information on best practices, successful
strategies, model programs, and financing
mechanisms;

® In collaboration with the State Board of
Trustees, review the County Partnerships’
plans and budgets in order to provide ade-
quate technical assistance and recom-
mendations;

B Provide technical assistance, consulta-
tion, and support to County Partnerships,
in order to facilitate their implementation
of mode! programs;

B Provide assistance in the areas of leader-
ship development, collaboration, financ-
ing, and evaluation;

B Together with the Board of Trustees, iden-
tify that applications have met the criteria
for awarding First Steps grants;

@ Work with the State Board of Trustees to
submit an annual report to the General
Assembly;

B Coordinate and develop on-going data col-
fection systems for the legislatively man-
dated evaluations; and

B Together with the State Board of Trustees
seek non-governmental grants.

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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@ The structure of OFS helps to ensure that
these overarching goals are met. In addi-
tion, specific functions are assigned to dif-
ferent OFS departments. The roles of the
Technical Assistants, external affairs staff,
fiscal staff, and leadership are all
designed to meet the legislative man-
dates. The following section outlines the
specific roles and duties that each group
carries out.

Technical Assistant (TA)

@ The primary role of the TA is to act as the
liaison between the County Partnership
Boards, county First Step offices, and
OFsS.

@ Each of the six TAs are assigned to work
with a set of individual counties.

@ The TAs work with their counties by provid-
ing technical assistance, training, and
help in the development programs, appli-
cations, and contracts.

B TAs provide guidance on issues concern-
ing programs and fiscal accountability.
For example, they answer any questions
that counties may have about programs,
contracts, fiscal worksheets and budgets.

@ TAs also conduct site visits and attend
First Steps county events as needed or as
requested.

According to the TA interviews, as the implemen-
tation of First Steps has proceeded, the role of the
TA has changed in several specific ways. For exam-
ple, while at first the TAs worked extensively with the
County Partnership Boards and the County
Partnership Board Chairs, they now work more
directly with the counties’ Executive Directors. The
TAs noted that a lack of consistency in all aspects of
policies and procedures created inefficiencies. For
example, TAs expressed a desire to have a standard-
ized process developed before they offer assistance
to their counties, rather than developing processes
as they go along. As the County Partnership Boards
and County Offices have become established, the



TAs have been able to devote more time to the
development and standardization of policies and
procedures.

However, it is important to note that TAs continue
to have at least weekly contact with their counties’
Executive Directors and report spending an average
of six hours per week working with individual coun-
ties. Given that most Executive Directors (91 per-
cent) feel that this is the right level of contact, it is
unclear whether TAs will have further time available
to devote to the standardization of procedures. As a
whole, OFS has worked toward having the TAs func-
tion as the major conduit of information to counties
with the goal of streamlining the flow of information
through one TA. This has resulted in counties receiv-
ing less contradictory information, since one TA
rather than several serve as the main contact to
counties. However, this has also meant that
because the TAs' areas of expertise differ, counties
are receiving varying levels of information. For
example, one TA may be highly knowledgeable about
the fiscal aspects of First Steps, while another may
have extensive experience in writing contracts.
Currently, TAs are reported to serve as the primary
contact with the Office of First Steps for the vast
majority (95 percent) of Executive Directors.

Overall, according to the Executive Director inter-
views, most Executive Directors (76 percent) report-
ed that they had a very positive working relationship
with their current TA. In addition, most Executive
Directors felt that their TAs were available when
needed (100 percent) and provided effective and
useful information (95 percent). Members of the
County Partnership Boards shared these positive
evaluations. The vast majority of County Partnership
Board members felt that TAs were available to them
and that the assistance provided to them was effec-
tive and useful. In addition, Executive Directors saw
TAs as an essential support to their functioning. As
noted, variation in the depth of knowledge of differ-
ent issues across the TAs may result in different
information being given to the counties. According to
the TA interviews, many of the TAs lack backgrounds
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in issues related to early childhood development,
and this may affect the type of programmatic assis-
tance that they can provide to the counties. TAs
need assistance in developing standard procedures
manuals, as well as additional training to address
specific gaps in skills (as needed) in order to provide
the consistently high technical assistance to coun-
ties that they are aiming for.

Leadership

Overall, the leadership role is to keep the county
offices within the mandates of the legislation by:

B Ensuring the various OFS departments
are working with their counties to stay
within the mandated legislation;

B Setting policies that put into practice the
various components of the First Steps leg-
islation;

B Ensuring that the actions and work of the
various First Steps offices and County
Partnership Boards are consistent with
the legislation;

B Collaborating with State Board of
Trustees, as OFS serves as the primary
legislative liaison;

B Coordinating fundraising and develop-
ment efforts; and

B Overseeing outreach efforts.

Just over half of Executive Directors (58 percent)
reported that they had a very positive working rela-
tionship with OFS leadership. In addition, the vast
majority of Executive Directors felt that OFS leader-
ship was available when needed (93 percent) and
that their assistance was effective and useful (91
percent). In addition, many state agencies stated
that they had a positive working relationship with
the leadership.

External Affairs

The External Affairs staff:
B Provide support to counties in outreach
activities (e.g., public awareness);
B Plan, develop, and coordinate special
events that help increase community
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awareness and involvement of First Steps
(e.g., The Family Friendly Workplace and
Hispanic Early Childhood Education
Summit at the state level);

® Initiate public information campaign
efforts, including TV spots, videos, bill-
boards and posters;

® Function as primary public relations liai-
son;

B  Track and report media coverage of First
Steps;

® Implement a comprehensive public aware-
ness plan that includes a website and a
newsletter; and

® Assist in the dissemination of county level
information including services provided,
grants awarded, and programs.

While most Executive Directors (65 percent)
reported that they had a very positive working rela-
tionship with the external affairs staff, many
Executive Directors reported that they have had lim-
ited contact with external affairs. In addition, the
vast majority of Executive Directors felt that the
external affairs staff was available when needed (97
percent) and the assistance was effective and use-
ful (88 percent). On the other hand, about 15 per-
cent of Executive Directors felt that OFS had done a
poor job of explaining policies and procedures relat-
ed to communication issues.

Fiscal Department

The Fiscal Department’s responsibilities include:

® To monitor and manage cash flow at the
state and county level to ensure that
spending is in compliance with the legisla-
tion;

® To assist in the development of budget
policies and producing required reports;

B To assist in the development of the
Regional Financial Management (RFM)
system (the RFM system provides fiscal
management and accounting services to
each of the counties);

® To create a fiscal accounting manual that
instructs County Partnerships about fiscal
processes and procedures;

® To train counties on OFS fiscal accounta-
bility policies and procedures; and

® To provide up-to-date information on First
Steps fiscal status to State Board of
Trustees members.

Less than half of Executive Directors (44 per-
cent) reported that they had a very positive working
relationship with the fiscal department. However,
over three-quarters of the Executive Directors felt
that the fiscal department was available when need-
ed (80 percent) and the assistance was effective
and useful (76 percent). In addition, most County
Partnership Board members (71 percent) felt that
the assistance provided by the fiscal department
was effective and useful.

The perceptions of the tasks that OFS has car-
ried out are positive. Close to 60 percent of
Executive Directors found that the training provided
by OFS was helpful, were satisfied with the amount
of training they received from OFS, and found that
the consultation provided by OFS were very useful.
In addition, over three-guarters of the County
Partnership Board members were satisfied in gener-
al with OFS. In addition, the State Board of Trustees
expressed a positive overall assessment of OFS
communication, outreach, and advocacy efforts.
However, at the same time, over a third of Executive
Directors reported that OFS had done a poor or fair
job in explaining the policies and procedures in the
following areas: fiscal monitoring (37 percent); eval-
uations (41 percent); and data reporting (44 per-
cent). Over half of Executive Directors (58 percent)
reported that information from OFS came in a timely
manner only some of the time.

Overall, 41 percent of Executive Directors felt
that the data reporting requirements were hard to
fulfill, and close to half (49 percent) felt the data
requests took up too much of their time. Many
Executive Directors reported that initially the infor-
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mation OFS provided them on the data collection
process was insufficient; Executive Directors also
felt that they had received conflicting or incomplete
information about the data collection process and
that the procedures and requirements were often
changed midstream. Several parties involved in the
data collection effort also felt that the process
needs to be better planned and integrated.
Information was needed for several different groups
over a short period of time. For example, in the
2001-2002 fiscal year, the data reporting deadlines
often coincided with other deadlines (e.g., renewal
application); this often meant that data reporting
was pushed aside in order to meet other deadlines
that were perceived as more important. Executive
Directors were expected to collect count data for
OFS, and were also asked to complete Program
Effective Reports simultaneously. Some Executive
Directors indicated that OFS had placed them in a
difficult situation with their vendors (i.e., loss of
credibility) by not providing the documents and tools
necessary to fulfill the data reporting requirements.
Executive Directors reported a desire for data report-
ing requirements to be clearly specified for vendors
prior to contracts being signed so that data could be
collected prospectively rather retrospectively.

Much of the infrastructure necessary to imple-
ment a data collection system and to conduct data
collection was not present at the inception of First
Steps. Over time, OFS along with the Office of
Research and Statistics (ORS) has worked to devel-
op the infrastructure, policies, and procedures need-
ed to implement and carry out a data collection
process that meets the mandates of the First Steps
legislation. In addition, OFS has worked to address
many of the concerns raised by Executive Directors.
Specifically, they have incorporated the data report-
ing requirements into vendor contracts for the pres-
ent fiscal year and together with ORS are currently
developing data reporting templates, tools, and
instruments. OFS has begun to hold quarterly
Executive Director training sessions, with the goal of
helping to improve the data reporting process. In
addition, the counties have moved forward in devel-
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oping and acquiring the skills, infrastructure, and
procedures that are needed for data collection and
evaluation efforts. By the summer of 2002, close to
three quarters (73 percent) of Executive Directors
reported having a data collection system in place; a
small number of counties, however, were still strug-
gling and felt they needed further help to get a sys-
tem in place that could track the number of children
in their county served by First Steps.

County Office of First
Steps

History

Most County Partnership Boards set up offices to
manage the implementation of First Steps in their
counties. The County Partnership Boards began this
process by hiring an Executive Director to manage
and oversee the local state office and its functions.
The hiring of Executive Directors began in earnest in
2000 (Interviews with OFS staff, 2002). However, in
a number of counties Executive Directors were not
hired until the end of 2001 or early 2002.

According to the Executive Directors, to date, the
majority of individuals (89 percent) originally hired to
serve as the county's Executive Director continue to
serve in that position.

Although we have no direct data on why some
counties formed their local offices later than others,
we can glean possible reasons from interviews with
individuals involved in First Steps at both the state
and county levels. First and foremost, the ability of
County Partnership Boards to create local offices
depended upon approval of the Level Two applica-
tions. County Partnership Boards that struggled
with or had difficulties writing their Level Two appli-
cation were subsequently delayed in the hiring of
Executive Directors. In addition, a small number of
counties had problems recruiting for the position
because of issues related to salary. According to
OFS, the County Partnership were provided salary
bands and instructed to identify salary levels based
on local market equivalents. In addition, Executive
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Directors’ salaries are based on both administrative
and programmatic functions. While the salary in
most counties appears to be sufficient and appropri-
ate to recruit skilled candidates, in a smali number
of counties the salary level may have been too low to
attract highly skilled candidates, and appears to
have prolonged the search process.

Functions

While this process varied slightly across counties,
most Executive Directors’ initial task was to find
office space that would become the county's First
Step office. At the same time, if budget permitted,
many Executive Directors hired additional staff to
provide administrative support, technical assis-
tance, and substantive guidance in specific program
areas. As of the summer of 2002, over half of
Executive Directors reported during interviews that
they did not have adequate staffing. However, TAs
did not appear to agree with this assessment. The
TAs reported that current staffing levels were satis-
factory in most of the counties.

Overall, the responsibilities of Executive
Directors focused on overseeing the administrative
and programmatic aspects of First Steps. The
duties of the Executive Director’s position match
well with current Executive Directors’ professional
backgrounds. Over half of Executive Directors have
a managerial and/or early childhood background.
Overall, the local county Executive Directors report
an average of 13 years of managerial experience.
For the most part the emphasis placed on the man-
agerial skills of Executive Directors seems to have
worked well. Executive Directors report that they, in
their current jobs, have relied on their past manage-
rial experiences. Specifically, they feel that their
experience has enabled them to work well in a wide
range of areas including budget and fiscal oversight
and public relations. In addition, many have used
their experiences running small businesses and
non-profits to develop ways to organize their local
offices. However, on average Executive Directors
have less extensive experience in early childhood,

and their experience typically did not involve formal
training.

While many lack formal training in the area of
early childhood development and education, the
Executive Director interviews note that most have
been able to rely on County Partnership Board mem-
bers with expertise in that area and/or on local staff
(e.g., program coordinators) to fill any necessary
gaps. Forthe most part, the lack of substantial
experience in the early childhood area does not
appear to be an issue, yet it may limit the ability of
Executive Directors to adequately evaluate and over-
see programs. This may be especially problematic
in counties where County Partnership Boards are
less fully developed or lacking in key areas of expert-
ise.

During site visits and during the Executive
Director interviews, several Executive Directors indi-
cated that they had been surprised to discover after
starting their jobs that they lacked a benefits pack-
age and that no reliable payroll system was in place.
Some stated that if they had not been able to solve
their payroll and benefits problems, they would not
have been able to remain in their position. Because
of a lack of alternatives, OFS worked with County
Partnership Boards to link with local school districts
to secure payroll and benefits packages for county
First Step offices {Interviews with OFS staff, 2002).
However, several Executive Directors played an
active role in establishing a link with their local
school districts. According to these Executive
Directors, their payroll and benefits were transmit-
ted from the Office of First Steps to the local school
districts, which were then able to ensure regular
payroll disbursements and proper administration of
health and leave packages.

As reported by the County Executive Directors,
their duties include:
B Work on County Partnership Board devel-
opment and functioning;
B Help to identify and present potential
strategies;



Assist in the writing and evaluation of pro-
posals;

Monitor programs and conduct site visits;
Oversee data collection efforts;

Provide technical assistance to vendors in
data collections procedures and require-
ments;

Conduct fiscal monitoring,;

Report to County Partnership Board on
activities;

Attend periodic meetings and trainings
offered by OFS;

Help to identify potential collaborators;
and

Community outreach.

Lessons Learned and
Recommendations

Based on the review of the administrative structure
of the First Steps initiative, several lessons have
been learned:

The logistics of rolling out a state-wide ini-
tiative to all 46 counties have been diffi-
cult, but all 46 County Partnership Boards
are launched.

Although it has been challenging to
administer a statewide initiative that is
built around county issues, the State
Board of Trustees has worked hard to bal-
ance local-and state-level needs and OFS
has developed tools to increase standardi-
zation and ensure county compliance with
the legislation.

Skills and Board functioning in County
Partnership Boards evolved over time.
County Partnership Board members had
to acquire the skilis needed to conduct
the needs and resource assessments,
develop strategies, and provide leader-
ship.

The availability of trainings and resources
(i.e., Technical Assistants and consult-
ants) were essential to the County

Administrative Structures

Partnership Boards' ability to acquire the
skills needed to carry out their roles and
responsibilities and function effectively.
Subcommittees and executive committees
increase the effectiveness, communica-
tion, and efficiency of both the State
Board of Trustees and County Partnership
Boards.

OFS acts as a facilitator to counties in
planning and implementing of the First
Steps initiative. For example, OFS provid-
ed guidance to help the counties conduct
needs and resource assessment and pro-
vided direct technical assistance, and, if
necessary, additional leadership for the
county.

OFS has acted as a statewide voice for the
First Steps initiative.

The role of the TA position has evolved.
The TA has served as a coach, supporter,
and a teacher to the counties. Initially the
fiow of information was not moving as
smoothly as was needed. This problem
stemmed largely from counties having
multiple sources of information from sev-
eral different individuals. OFS worked to
address this issue, and currently the flow
of information has been mainstreamed by
having TAs serve as the major point of
contact and information between counties
and OFS.

The managerial skills of Executive
Directors have been essential to the
implementation of programs.

The tools and resources necessary to
carry out the data reporting needs of the
First Steps initiative were not initially avail-
able. No consistent expectations or proce-
dures were made available to the coun-
ties. In addition, the counties received
muitiple and simultaneous data requests
that sometimes led to conflicting and
competing needs. Steps are being taken
to address these issues.
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The following recommendations may improve the
administrative functioning of the First Steps initia-
tive.

8 Begin evaluating outcomes. As noted
throughout, substantial time and
resources were needed to develop the
skills necessary to carry out this initiative,
as well as to develop standard procedures
and policies. Thus, in the initial stage,
less energy could be devoted to the evalu-
ative components of the initiative. Now
that the administrative infrastructure is in
place, more time and resources need to
be focused on evaluating the effective-
ness of programs being implemented.
Evaluation efforts should now be able to
turn from a focus on implementation to a
focus on outcomes, specifically preparing
children for school.

W Review pay structure and benefits of
Executive Directors and payroll systems to
ensure efficiency and fairness across the
state.

B Consider ways to augment the current TA
structure. Currently, TAs are assigned to a
specific number of counties. In this capac-
ity they provide assistance in wide range
of areas. It may be unrealistic to expect
that all TAs will be equally knowledgeable
in each of the areas (e.g., fiscal, legisla-
tive, contracts, data collection, program-
matic) in which they provide assistance.
One possibility is to assign TAs to areas
where they have an extensive knowledge
base. As a result, the counties would be
receiving the best available information in
each of the areas. A drawback to this is
that the flow of information would no
longer be streamlined. A compromise
would be to establish opportunities for TAs
to share expertise while continuing to
mainstream information through relation-
ships between one TA and each county.

® Continue to develop manuals and uniform
procedures to ensure effective and effi-
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cient administration of services at the
state and local level.

Consider increasing the number of region-
al and statewide meetings among coun-
ties. The administrative bodies should
work to provide mechanisms so that
County Partnership Boards can share les-
sons learned in implementing strategies.
Executive Directors frequently called for
regional meetings to share experiences
and to collaborate.

Many of the Executive Directors indicated
that they would like to know more about
public relations. Review the possibility
that the OFS communication department
could benefit from more staff.

Consider implementing an incentive struc-
ture to encourage parents to become
involved in State and County Partnership
Boards.

The State Board of Trustees and OFS
should continue to monitor the level of
involvement of County Partnership Board
members to ensure that any declines are
reflective of short-term adjustment (as
occurred after Executive Directors were
hired) and not long-term problems.

OFS should continue to build upon its
efforts to standardize data reporting
requirements and procedures, while at
the same time striking a balance between
the need for accountability and feasibility.
It should also continue to be sensitive to
the timing of data reporting requirements
and how they coincide with other
demands.
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Introduction: Fiscal
Reporting Process

The legislation authorizing First Steps requires the
Office of First Steps to build a fiscal accountability
system using a standard uniform accounting system
and a set of fiscal controls (Office of First Steps,
2002b). Key features of this system inciude:

B Program-based accounting. Ali spending
is entered into the Universal Management
System (UMS) with a program code, which
identifies the specific type of program for
which the spending is allocated. For
example, 0201 is the code for the Parents
as Teachers program. This ensures that
spending on ali programs is fully account-
ed for.

B Fund-based accounting. All funding and
spending is entered into the UMS with a
fund code, which identifies the source of
funding. For example, ten is the fund for
the state allocation to the county. This
ensures that the sources of funding for
every program are fully accounted for.

B Line-item sub-codes. All spending is
entered with line-item sub-code, which
identifies the specific type of spending
that is occurring within a program. For
example, 101 is the sub-code for salaries;
105 is the code for payroll taxes; etc.
These sub-codes provide an additionai
layer of management control over spend-
ing.

B Regional Financial Management System.
Rather than have someone from each
county manage that county’s accounting
and tax functions, First Steps has author-
ized a system of regional fiscal managers.
These managers, each of whom is respon-
sible for several counties, take care of
each county's accounting and bookkeep-
ing, tax form completion, reporting, budg-
et preparation assistance, financial statis-
tics, audit assistance, and payroll

processing. By pooling their limited
administrative resources, counties
achieve substantial economies of scale—
thereby making it possibie for even the
smallest counties to afford a high-quality
accounting system that is consistent with
all the other counties in the state. The
system is paid for by an assessment on
each county that is 1-2 percent of the
county’s total administrative funding.

The data in this chapter are primarily based on
data entered into the UMS over the course of fiscal
year 2001-02 and reported as of November 7,
2002. Because the accounts for 2002 have not yet
been closed, the data reported here may differ from
data obtained from the UMS on a different date.
However, it is believed that fiscal year 2001-02
spending is essentially accounted for. Although we
report data for spending during the first years of the
initiative, most analyses reported here are limited to
fiscal year 2001-02 because fiscal year 2001-02
was the first year in which programs were operating
statewide.

As shown in Table 4 in the Appendix, total spend-
ing on First Steps in fiscal year 2001-02 was
$41,634,305. Of this total, $39,177,091 was spent
on county program and county administrative costs.
County spending came from five sources: the state
allocation ($30,593,371), state private contributions
($418,472), county cash matches ($62,523), county
in-kind matches ($8,058,809), and federal cash
matches ($43,917).

The remaining costs—$2,457,214—were
incurred by the state Office of First Steps for pro-
gram-related contracts ($675,387) and administra-
tion ($1,781,827). Thus, spending by the state
Office of First Steps was 5.9 percent of total fiscal
year 2001-02 spending.

in fiscal year 2000-01, when First Steps was
transitioning from the planning stage (Level One) to
the operational stage (Level Two), total spending on
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First Steps was $7,718,307. Of this total,
$5,918,425 was spent on county planning, program
and administrative costs. The remaining costs—
$1,799,882—were incurred by the state Office of
First Steps. Thus, in fiscal year 2000-01, a year of
transition from planning to operations, spending by
the state Office of First Steps was 23.3 percent of
total spending.

B Infiscal year 1999-2000, when First
Steps was still in the planning stage (Level
One), total spending on First Steps was
$2,213,268. Of this total, $766,745 was
spent on county planning, and
$1,446,523 was spent by the state Office
of First Steps. Thus, in fiscal year 1999-
2000, a year of planning, spending by the
state Office of First Steps was 65.4 per-
cent of total spending.

In short, although spending by the state Office of
First Steps increased each year, its share of total
First Steps Spending decreased from 65.4 percent
in fiscal year 1999-2000 to 5.9 percent in fiscal
year 2001-02, as total First Steps spending
increased from $2.2 mitlion in fiscal year 1999-
2000 to $41.6 million in fiscal year 2001-02.

Spending by the state Office of First Steps is not
included in the remaining analyses in this report. All
matching funds spent by the counties are included
in these analyses unless otherwise indicated.

These fisca! analyses begin with an overview of
program spending and spending shares by program
type and for specific programs. Second, actual
spending is compared with what each county origi-
nally planned to spend as specified in their spend-
ing plan. Third, this report examines whether each
county met the requirement that it proportionally
match the state’s allocation to the county with either
cash or inkind spending. Fourth is a calculation, at
the county level, of First Steps spending per child
and First Steps spending per poor child. Fifth, the
patterns of administrative spending are analyzed.
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Sixth, First Steps spending is compared with spend-
ing in North Carolina and California. Finally, brief
qualitative analyses are offered based on interviews
of county Executive Directors. In all cases, it is
assumed that all the statistics provided by the fiscal
accountability system are accurate, and no effort
was made to verify their accuracy. Thus, this analy-
sis is not and should not be construed to be an
audit.

Key Findings and Conclusions
B A majority of First Steps spending in fiscal
year 2001-02 was on two program types—
Early Education Initiatives and Parent
Education and Family Strengthening
Initiatives.
Administrative spending funded by the
state allocation totaled $2,816,000 or 9.2
percent of county spending of their alloca-
tions from the state.
There was substantia!l variation among
the counties in how they divided their total
spending across the eight types of pro-
grams.,
Both statewide and at the county level,
actual spending by program type differed
substantially from initial plans.
All counties met their fiscal year 2001-02
matching contribution.
The First Steps allocation formula tends to
decrease funding per child as the county's
population increases.
South Carolina spends substantially less
per pre-schoo! age child residing in South
Carolina than either North Carolina or
California spends per preschool age child
residing in those states.
Interviews with Executive Directors gener-
ally indicated a well-managed financial
management system with good relations
among the key players.
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Program Spending and
Spending Shares

Because of changes in the coding system that took
place during fiscal year 2001-02 as well as coding
errors as the system was mastered, data on spend-
ing by program are subject to error. Therefore, the
statistics on program spending and spending shares
should be viewed with caution. (Such problems will
probably decrease in future years since county staff
will be familiar with the coding system.)

As stated in the Introduction and as shown in
Figure 5 in the Appendix, a majority of First Steps
spending in fiscal year 2001-02 was on two program
types—Early Education Initiatives and Parent
Education and Family Strengthening Initiatives (First
Steps Fiscal Accountability System, 2002b). Out of
total spending of $39,177,091 (including matching
funds):

@ 37 percent was spent on Early Education
Initiatives;

@ 25 percent on Parent Education and
Family Strengthening Initiatives;

® 17 percent on Child Care Initiatives;

® 7 percent on County Office-based
Programmatic Functions;

@ 2 percent on Health Initiatives; and

® 3 percent on other program initiatives
including transportation.

Administrative spending funded by the state allo-
cation totaled $2,815,804 or 9.2 percent of county
spending of their allocations from the state. This lat-
ter figure exceeds by 1.2 percentage points the 8.0
percent cap set for each county for administrative
spending out of the state allocation (Office of First
Steps, 2002b). As shown elsewhere in this report,
this overage is, in part, due to a slow start up of pro-
grams, which caused total First Steps spending to
fall short of planned spending. As noted in the First
Steps legislation (Section 59-152-70([B]), counties
could also exceed the 8 percent cap if they had
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requested and received prior approval by the Board
of Trustees.

Statewide Spending on Early
Education Initiatives

Of the $14,279,299 in statewide spending on Early
Education Initiatives, as shown in Figure 6 in the
Appendix, the largest single effort was devoted to
extending 4K programs from half-day to full-day.
Thirty-six percent was spent on extending 4K pro-
grams from half-day to full-day, 24 percent was
spent on school-based full-day 4K programs, 19 per-
cent on school-based summer programs, 7 percent
on private full-day 4K programs, 5 percent on
school-based 4K programming, and 9 percent on
other programs (including half-day programs).

Statewide Spending on Parent
Education and Family Strengthening
Initiatives

Of the $9,845,223 in statewide spending on Parent
Education and Family Strengthening Initiatives, over
half (52 percent) was devoted to the Parents as
Teachers program. As shown in Figure 7 in the
Appendix, other major programs included:
@ Parent Child Home program (6 percent);
@ Other family literacy and learning pro-
grams (18 percent);
8 Parent training programs not specifically
targeted at literacy, (17 percent); and
® Library-based literacy programs (3 per-
cent).

Statewide Spending on Chlid Care

Initiatives

Of the $6,595,305 in statewide spending on Child
Care Initiatives, nearly half (49 percent) was devoted
to quality enhancements designed to assist child
care providers seeking a higher level of licensure or
national accreditation. These enhancements includ-
ed (but were not limited to) purchases of materials
and supplies, playground equipment, safety improve-
ments, and training.



As shown in Figure 8 in the Appendix, other
major programs include:

B Training designed to enhance staff knowl-
edge of children's growth and develop-
ment (24 percent);

B Technical assistance designed to provide
guidance and oversight to child care
providers (12 percent);

B Facility expansion to increase child care
slots (10 percent); and

B Reimbursement of tuition paid by staff for
early education degree programs (4 per-
cent).

County Spending by Type of Program

As shown in Table 5 in the Appendix, there was sub-
stantial variation among the counties in how they
divided their total spending across eight types of
programs. Statewide, the percentage of spending
on Early Education Initiatives was 36 percent, but
the percentage spent by individual counties varied
from less than 1 percent in three counties to over
70 percent in three other counties.

Similarly, while the percentage of statewide
spending on Parent Education and Family
Strengthening Initiatives was 25 percent, the per-
centage spent at the county level ranged from zero
percent in three counties to 50 percent or greater in
four counties.

Turning to Child Care Initiatives, the percentage
of spending statewide was 17 percent, while the per-
centage spent at the county level varied from zero
percent in six counties to 35 percent or greater in
five counties.

While the percentage of statewide spending on
programmatic (not administrative) tasks performed
by County Partnership staff averaged only 7 percent,
four counties each spent at least double that per-
centage.l In contrast, three counties spent 1 per-
cent or less on programmeatic tasks.
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Statewide, the percentage of total state spend-
ing accounted for by administrative tasks was 9 per-
cent. However, 21 counties exceeded this statewide
average. Three counties devoted 5 percent or less
to administrative activities.

Finally the percentage of state spending devoted
to other programs (primarily service integration
activities that fund case management or direct serv-
ices for families) was 3 percent. All but a few coun-
ties spent nothing on these programs. However, five
counties spent at least 10 percent of their funding
on these efforts.

To summarize, counties allocated their spending
quite differently across the eight types of programs
offered under First Steps.

Spending versus Initial
Plan

In this section planned spending (program and
administrative) by the counties on First Steps is
compared with actual spending by the counties.
Because of coding errors and changes in the coding
system that took place during fiscal year 2001-02,
data on spending by program are subject to error.
Therefore, the statistics on program spending and
spending shares should be viewed with caution.

First, this is addressed at the state level, then at
the county level. Although all counties submitted
spending plans, the program coding system was
introduced after initial state plans were developed.
Consequently, program codes were not available for

1an example of spending on programmatic tasks per-
formed by County Partnership staff is Executive Directors
running child care quality enhancement initiatives them-
selves. The Office of First Steps has been encouraging
counties to classify these initiatives by substantive pro-
gram code rather than using this “catch-all” code.
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planned spending by eight counties.2 These coun-
ties are omitted from the analyses in this section.

Planned versus Actual Spending at
the State Level

Statewide, actual spending by program type differed
substantially from initial plans. Before the beginning
of fiscal year 2001-02, each county prepared a
needs and resources assessment, a budget, and a
spending plan. The purpose of the spending plan
was to allow the County Partnership to provide
details about their projected spending over the
course of the fiscal year. This analysis of actual ver-
sus planned spending is based on each county’s ini-
tial spending plan (First Steps Fiscal Accountability
System, 2002b), which may have been modified
subsequently during the course of the year to adjust
spending ceilings. The initial spending plan is used
in order to focus on how spending priorities changed
over the course of the year.

Overall, actual First Steps spending statewide fell
short of counties’ original plans. [nitially, taken
together, counties with spending plans that included
program codes expected to spend $41.3 million.
However, actual spending totaled $33.9 million
(First Steps Fiscal Accountability System, 2002a), a
difference of about 18 percent. As we shall see,
spending on most types of programs fell short of
planned spending as well.

As shown in Figure 9 in the Appendix, according
to initial spending plans, spending on Parent
Education and Family Strengthening Initiatives was
slated to be $8.2 million. By year-end, actual spend-
ing totaled $8.7 million—an increase over plan of 5
percent.

All of the other program types fell short of their
initial spending plan.
®m Counties as a group planned to spend
$12.1 million on Early Education
Initiatives—by far the largest amount
among the eight types of programs. By

the end of the year, actual spending
totaled $11.7 million—a decrease from
plan of 3 percent.

®m Similarly, spending on Child Care
Initiatives was slated for $7.1 million but,
in actuality, totaled $6.0—a shortfall of 15
percent. As stated in the Introduction of
this report, the overwhelming majority of
these programs had been in place for less
than a year as of June 30, 2002, and
many operated for less than six months
during fiscal year 2001-02.

B Spending on programmatic tasks per-
formed by county partnership staff was
planned to total $4.3 million but, in actu-
ality, totaled only $2.4 million—a shortfall
of 44 percent.3

B Spending on Health Initiatives, planned to
total $3.8 million actually totaled only
$0.8 million—a drop of 79 percent. As
noted in the chapter on First Steps pro-
grams, implementing health care strate-
gies was difficult for counties, specifically
because of supplantation concerns,
inability to identify eligible families that
First Steps may serve, and a shortage of
qualified staff (especially nurses).

B Spending on Transportation Initiatives,
planned to be $136,631, actually totaled
$49,569—a 64 percent shortfall.

B Spending on other programs (principally
service integration activities) were only
$1.3 million, compared with an initial
spending target of $2.7 million—a 52 per-
cent difference.

2 Program codes were not available for the following coun-
ties: Bamberg, Charleston, Edgefield, Newberry, Oconee,
Saluda, Sumter, and Union.

3An example of such county programmatic spending
would be an Executive Director managing a county's child
care quality enhancement initiative.
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Administrative spending met its planning target
of $3.0 million. Thus, for the counties as a whole
included in this analysis, the reason why they
exceeded the 8 percent spending target is that total
actual spending fell short of plan.4

Planned versus Actual Spending at
the County Level

Due to space limitations this report cannot present
as detailed an analysis of planned versus actual
spending at the county level. However, we have cre-
ated an indicator of how close actual spending tal-
lied with planned spending. We began by calculat-
ing for each spending category the absolute
difference between planned and actual spending.
(For example, if actual spending in a category
exceeded planned spending by $50,000, we count-
ed this as a $50,000 difference. If actual spending
in a category fell short of planned spending by
$50,000, we also counted this as a $50,000 differ-
ence.) Next, we summed these absolute differences
across all spending categories. Finaily, we calculat-
ed this sum as a percentage of total planned spend-

ing.

For example, suppose County X planned to
spend $600,000 on Earty Education Initiatives and
$400,000 on Child Care Initiatives for a total of
$1,000,000 but actually spent $500,000 on Early
Education Initiatives and $450,000 on Child Care
Initiatives for a total of $950,000. In this case, our
indicator would be calculated as:

(1$600,000 - $500,000] + |$400,000 -
$450,0001) / $1,000,000 =

($100,000 + $50,000) / $1,000,000 =

$150,000 / $1,000,000 = 15%

We used percentage differences in our analysis
of the difference between planned and actual
spending because total spending varied so much
from county to county. As shown in the example
above, in a county with $1,000,000 of total spend-
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ing, a $150,000 difference between planned and
actual spending as calculated above translates into
a 15 percent difference. However, in a county with
only $500,000 in actual spending, a $150,000 dif-
ference translates into a 30 percent difference.

The main value of this indicator will be to serve
as a baseline for measuring future actual spending
compared with planned spending. Presumably, the
difference between planned and actual spending
will decline in future years as programs are more
fully implemented and also as counties become bet-
ter at anticipating what is achievable, and better at
managing spending to agree with planned spending
(unless priorities change during the year).

Some differences between planned and actual
spending may be due to coding errors or changes in
the coding system that took place during fiscal year
2001-02. For example, at the beginning of the fiscal
year, many counties were coding their spending on
programs managed directly by county First Steps
staff to “programmatic spending.” However, over
the course of the year, counties were encouraged to
code this type of spending according to the type of
program they were managing.

As shown in Table 6 in the Appendix, four coun-
ties came within 20 percent of meeting their
planned spending targets by program type. The
median county (shown at the bottom of the table)
missed its planned spending target by program type
by 40 percent. Five counties missed their planned
spending targets by more than 70 percent. Finally,
as stated earlier, eight counties were not included in
these analyses because spending plans with pro-
gram codes were not available.

Our analysis did not include an exploration of
why counties missed their planned spending targets.
However, one likely explanation is that some pro-
grams were much more difficult than others to start
up. We would expect this problem to diminish in the

4Unspent funds are carried forward into the next year.
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future. In addition, some deviation from plan is
probably desirable since counties need some flexi-
bility in their plans to adjust to changing conditions,
availability of services, and changing priorities.
Finally, as noted earlier, some of the differences may
be due to coding errors.

Match Analysis

The legislation authorizing First Steps requires that
counties meet a 15 percent matching requirement.
Contributions that are eligible to meet the matching
requirement include direct cash, donated goods,
and donated professional services that are consid-
ered reasonable and necessary for the accomplish-
ment of First Steps activities and which offset a real
cost to the county, provided that the contribution is
not funded with state dollars (Office of First Steps,
2002b). Such contributions are counted as First
Steps revenue and expenditures and are tracked as
such within the Universal Management System.

According to an analysis of matching contributions
by the Division of Finance, Office of First Steps, all
counties met their fiscal year 2001-02 matching
contribution with a statewide matching rate of over
28 percent (Office of First Steps, 2002c). As shown
in Table 7 in the Appendix, matching percentages
varied from as low as 16 percent in three counties
to as high as 127 percent in one county.

Statewide, 94 percent of all matching funds
were in-kind donations donated directly to the
County Partnership; 5 percent were allocations of
private funds donated to the state and then spent by
the county, and 1 percent were cash funds donated
directly to the County Partnership or federal funds
eligible for the matching requirement (First Steps
Fiscal Accountability System, 2002a).

Statewide, as with total funding by program type,
Early Education and Parent Education and Family
Strengthening Initiatives accounted for a majority of
the use of matching funds. As shown in Figure 10 in
the Appendix:

B 41 percent of all matching funds were
used in Early Education Initiatives;

B 27 percent in Parent Education and
Family Strengthening Initiatives;

B 14 percent in Child Care Initiatives;

B 2 percent of matching funds were used in
Health Initiatives and 2 percent were used
for programmatic tasks performed by the
County Partnership;

B 6 percent of matching funds were devoted
to Other initiatives (largely Health and
Human Service coordination);

B Finally, 8 percent of matching funds were
used to fund Administrative Functions.

Spending Per Child and
Per Poor Child

Allocation of state First Steps funds to counties is
based on a complex formula using six different fac-
tors:

B The population of children younger than
Six;

B The percentage of students in grades 1-3
who are eligible for the free and reduced
price lunch program,;

W Average per capita income;

B A composite factor that includes six Kids
Counts indicators related to school readi-
ness and performance:

0 Number of children testing not ready for
first grade;

o Number of children who are “over age”
in third grade;

o Number of children ages 8-9 who are in
special education;

0 Number of children who score below the
2s5th percentile on the Metropolitan
Standardized Test for reading, math,
and language;

o Number of births that are low birth-
weight; and

o Number of births that are to mothers
with less than a high school education.



B Quality of the county’s grant proposal.
B County's ability to “support the strategic
plan initiative.”

Since two of these factors are sensitive to the
size of each county’s preschool population, the total
size of each county's grant will tend to increase with
poputation.® However, since the other factors are
not sensitive to population, per capita funding of
First Steps wili tend to be less in counties with large
populations. Since all but the last two of the
remaining factors are highly likely to be correlated
with the county’s poverty rate, counties with a high
percentage of the population below the poverty line
will receive larger grants per child. In short, coun-
ties with small populations and a high poverty rate
will tend to receive the largest grants per child, while
counties with large populations and a low poverty
rate will receive smaller grants per child.

One of the six factors (number of children testing
not ready for first grade) can no longer be calculat-
ed, as the Cognitive Skills Assessment Battery
(CSAB) is no longer administered. As a result, there
may need to be a reexamination of the allocation
scheme. The statistics presented below will help to
illustrate how it is functioning.

The effects of this allocation scheme on First
Steps spending by county are illustrated in Table 8
Statistics on the number of children under six and
the number of poor children younger than age six
are from Census 2000 and, thus, are slightly out of
date, since the spending data are for July 1, 2001
through June 30, 2002 (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
20023, 2002b). The second column of this table
displays total First Steps spending for each county.
The fourth column displays spending per child
younger than age six, and the last column displays
spending per child younger than age six whose fami-
ly income is below the official poverty threshold.

We have identified four key patterns, which wilt
be described in turn. First, counties with large popu-
lations tend to spend the largest amount of First
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Steps money. For example, Greenville county, which
has the largest number of children less than six
years old (30,787) also has the largest amount of
First Steps spending ($3,221,952). Richiand,
Spartanburg, Charleston and Lexington counties
similarly have the next largest numbers of children
and, as a group, the next largest spending levels.

Second, counties with small populations tend to
have relatively high spending per child. For exam-
ple, McCormick county, which has the smallest num-
ber of children under six (498), has the largest
amount of First Steps spending per child ($704). In
contrast, Charleston county's spending per child
was only $77—only 11 percent of the spending per
child in McCormick county. As shown in the last row
of the table, for South Carolina as a whole, First
Steps spending amounted to $123 dollars per child.
This means that McCormick county spent five times
as much per child as it would have spent had First
Steps spending been distributed statewide on a per
child basis, while Charleston county received 37 per-
cent less per child.

Third, counties with relatively high poverty rates
spent more per child than other counties with simi-
lar numbers of children. For example, Barnwell
county, which had a child poverty rate of 28 percent,
spent $276 per child, while similarly populous
Abbeville county, with a child poverty rate of only 18
percent, spent $148 per child.

Finally, counties with relatively small populations
of preschool children spent the largest amount per
poor child. For example, McCormick County, the
county with the smallest population, spent $2,276
per poor child, while more populous Charleston,
Orangeburg, and Sumter counties spent less than
$350 per poor child.

5First Steps weights the various factors in such a way that
such population-based factors receive less than half of
the sum of the weights.

Report to the Legislature 2003 I



Fiscal Information

Administrative Spending

This section of the report focuses on how counties
allocated their administrative spending across types
of expenses, including:
8 Payroll, professional development, and
consultants;
B Facilities, equipment, and supplies;
B Board expenses, meeting space rental,
and miscellaneous;
B Cluster assessment for the regional finan-
cial manager,
B Program purchased supplies and services;
and
B Travel.

Statewide, counties spent the largest amounts in
fiscal year 2001-02 on program purchased supplies
and services (principally the latter) and payrol, pro-
fessional development, and consultants. Spending
on program purchased supplies and services
accounted for 33 percent of administrative spend-
ing, while spending on payroll, professional develop-
ment and consultants totaled 26 percent of total
administrative spending, as shown in Figure 11 in
the Appendix.

Counties, on average, were assessed 19 percent
of their total administrative spending for cluster
costs (the regional financial system) and spent 17
percent of their administrative budgets on facilities,
equipment, and supplies. Expenses of the County
Partnership Board, meeting space rental, and mis-
cellaneous expenses accounted for 4 percent of
administrative spending, while travel accounted for
only 1 percent.

Next we discuss the degree to which counties
deviated from the statewide average. However, our
presentation of these deviations is intended to be
merely descriptive. The reader should not infer that
a deviation from the state average is necessarily a
cause for concern.

As shown in Table 9 in the Appendix, counties
deviated substantially from the statewide averages
in how they spent their administrative funds. The
pattern that is most noticeable is that counties with
small or zero payroll expenses spent larger than
average amounts on program purchased supplies
and services. This is typically because they have
contracted out the labor costs of running the county
operations. Conversely, counties with small or zero
expenses on program purchased supplies and serv-
ices spent larger than average amounts on payroll
expenses.

The variation in spending on facilities, equip-
ment, and supplies was smaller. Over half of South
Carolina counties spent within six percentage points
of the statewide average of 16 percent. However,
some counties deviated substantially from the
statewide average. For example, eight counties
spent at least 30 percent of their administrative
spending on facilities, equipment, and supplies.

The cluster assessment for the regional financial
system ranged more widely as a percentage of total
administrative costs, with somewhat less than half
of the counties within 6 percentage points of the
statewide average of 19 percent. One county allo-
cated 43 percent of its administrative spending to
the cluster assessment, while 12 counties had
assessments of less than 10 percent of their admin-
istrative spending. This variation was largely due to
variations in total administrative spending as a
share of total county spending, since the cluster
assessments generally ranged between 1 and 2 per-
cent of the state's allocation to each county with
small counties getting a slightly lower percentage
than large counties.

Expenses on the Board, meeting space rental,
and miscellaneous also varied widely from the
statewide average of 4 percent, with six counties
spending none of their administrative budgets in
this category, but with six counties allocating over
10 percent of their budgets.

Q
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Travel expenses in all counties except one were
less than 5 percent of administrative spending.

Cross-State Comparisons

The purpose of this section is to compare the spend-
ing level of South Carolina’s First Steps program
with spending in North Carolina’s similar Smart
Start program and California’s First Five Program
funded by Proposition 10. in order to take into
account the differing size of the three states, we
divide each state's expenditures by (1) the total
number of children younger than six (the age group
targeted by all three states) and (2) the total number
of children younger than six who live in families with
incomes below the official poverty threshold (a
group that receives special attention in all three pro-
grams).6

As shown in Figure 12 in the Appendix, North
Carolina’s Smart Start program provides more
spending per child and per poor child than either
California’s Proposition 10 or South Carolina’s First
Steps.

In fiscal year 2001, Smart Start spent nearly
$370 per child younger than six residing in North
Carolina as of 2000 (Smart Start, 2002; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2002a) and over $2,110 per
poor child younger than six (Smart Start, 2002; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2002a).

In contrast, in fiscal year 2001, using money pro-
vided by Proposition 10, California spent nearly
$280 per child younger than six residing in
California as of 2000 (California Children and
Families Commission, 2002a; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2002a) and around $1,410 per poor child
younger than six (California Children and Families
Commission, 2002a; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2002a).

In fiscal year 2001-02, if only county spending is
included (to more closely parallel the calculation in
North Carolina), First Steps spent just over $120 per
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child younger than six residing in South Carolina as
of 2000 (First Steps Fiscal Accountability System,
2002a; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2002a) and just
over $620 per poor child (First Steps Fiscal
Accountability System, 2002a; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2002a). If state Office of First Steps spend-
ing is included (to more closely paraliel the calcula-
tion in California), spending rises to $131 per child
and $662 per poor child.

Qualitative Analyses

In this section, we present results relevant to fiscal
issues from interviews of the Executive Directors.
We cover four areas:

B Relationship of the Executive Director with
the Regional Fiscal Manager;

B Relationship of the Executive Director with
the Office of First Steps Fiscal
Department;

B Difficulty in meeting the county financial
match requirement; and

B Fiscal training and experience.

6The spending figures provided in this section are not
completely comparable. The figures for South Carolina
are based on fiscal year 2001-02, while the figures for
North Carolina and California are for fiscal year 2001. In
California, the substantial spending by the California
Children & Families Commission is included along with the
spending by the counties, because the preponderance of
this spending is for products or services that go to partici-
pating children. However, some of this spending at the
state level includes state-level administrative spending.
The North Carolina figures are limited to what are termed
“core services,” which consist of actual program spending.
The figures for South Carolina are reported in two ways:
first without including spending by the state Office of First
Steps except for those funds allocated to counties, and
then including spending by the state Office of First Steps.
While not exactly comparable across the states, the fig-
ures provided in this section provide a close approxima-
tion to comparable statistics.
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Relationship of the Executive
Director with the Regional Fiscal
Manager

Executive Directors generally reported effective rela-
tionships with their Regional Financial Manager.
Nearly three-quarters of Executive Directors report-
ed communicating with their Regional Financial
Manager at least once a week, thus indicating that
they had a reasonable frequency of communication
for an effective relationship. Moreover, 87 percent
felt that their level of communication was the right
amount. Finally, 84 percent of Executive Directors
stated that their Regional Financial Manager pro-
vides assistance and support.

While these findings present a generally positive
picture, the Office of First Steps might want to try to
reduce the relatively small percentage (13 to 16 per-
cent) of Executive Directors who report not having
the right amount of communication or not getting
assistance from their Regional Financial Manager.

Relatlonshlip of the Executive
Director with the Office of First Steps
Fiscal Department

Executive Directors generally reported effective rela-
tionships with the Office of First Steps Fiscal
Department.

B Four out of five Executive Directors agreed
or strongly agreed with the statement that
the Fiscal Department was available when
needed, and three-quarters agreed or
strongly agreed that the assistance provid-
ed by the Fiscal Department was effective
and useful.

B 80 percent of Executive Directors also
agreed or strongly agreed that the infor-
mation they received from the Fiscal
Department was timely, and over 90 per-
cent agreed or strongly agreed that the
information was useful.

B Finally, 76 percent of Executive Directors
rated their overall working relationship

I South Carolina First Steps

with the OFS Fiscal Department as either
a four or a five on a scale of one to five
with five indicating “excellent.”

Taken together these responses paint a quite posi-
tive picture of the effectiveness of the relationships
between the Executive Directors and the Office of
First Steps Fiscal Department. The Office of First
Steps may still want to strive to reduce the relatively
small percentage (in most areas 11 percent or less)
of Executive Directors who report unsatisfactory
relationships with the Fiscal Department.

Difficulty in Meeting the County
Financial Match Requirement

Most Executive Directors reported little difficulty in
meeting the 15 percent match requirement. Over 90
percent of Executive Directors reported that it was
not difficult to meet the 15 percent match require-
ment imposed on counties by the legislation author-
izing First Steps. In fact, all counties succeeded in
meeting the requirement, and many exceeded it by
sizable amounts. Thus, it appears that the fiscal
match requirement is not unduly burdensome.

Fiscal Training and Experience

While most Executive Directors reported that the
Office of First Steps succeeded in explaining policies
and procedures concerning fiscal monitoring and
contracts, many requested more training in this
area.

B 63 percent of Executive Directors reported
that the Office of First Steps did either an
excellent or good job of explaining policies
and procedures concerning fiscal monitor-
ing.

B 82 percent reported that the Office of
First Steps did either an excellent or good
job of explaining policies and procedures
applying to the negotiating of contracts.

B However, a sizable minority (37 percent)
reported that the Office of First Steps did
a fair or poor job of explaining fiscal moni-
toring policies and procedures.
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B 46 percent of those responding reported
that they would like to have more training
in fiscal monitoring.

This concern about adequate training in fiscal
management also surfaced when Executive
Directors were asked if having management experi-
ence had been helpful in their job. Seventeen of the
Executive Directors with management experience
cited budget or fiscal experience as being helpful in
carrying out their jobs. This specific type of experi-
ence was cited as helpful more frequently than any
other type of management experience.

Moreover, when Executive Directors were asked
if there were any skills they wished they had when
they started the job, six cited budget or fiscal skills—
the second most cited skills after computer skills.

Finally, the First Steps Fiscal Policies and
Procedures Manual! is well organized, carefully draft-
ed, and comprehensive {Office of First Steps,
2002b). In addition to providing instructions on fis-
cal policies and procedures, it also gives concrete
examples of how to carry out many of the essential
tasks.

While it seems clear that the Office of First Steps
has gotten off to a good start in providing training,
manuals, and technical assistance, the Office of
First Steps should redouble its efforts to provide
training—especially to those Executive Directors
lacking substantial experience in budgeting and fis-
cal management.

Conclusions

The First Steps Flscal Management
System

The legislation authorizing First Steps requires the
Office of First Steps to build a fiscal accountability
system using a standard uniform accounting system
and a set of fiscal controls. As evidenced by the fact
that we have been able to analyze virtually all of the
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elements of this system for all South Carolina coun-
ties, it is clear that they have created such a system
and that the system is quite useful.

Program Priorities

Using the data from this system, we have been able
to show that, while there are clear tendencies
statewide to favor particular program areas—particu-
larly Early Education Initiatives and Parent
Education and Family Strengthening Initiatives—
many counties followed different sets of priorities
and spent the bulk of their allocations on different
programs. Thus, it is clear that the First Steps pro-
gram has allowed substantial autonomy to counties
to plan and implement programs that meet their pri-
orities.

Planned versus Actual Spending

Under First Steps procedures, actual spending is
supposed to proceed according to a detailed plan
filed by each county prior to the start of every year.
When actual spending was compared with planned
spending at the state level, actual spending fell
short of planned spending in all but one program
area (Parent Education and Family Strengthening
Initiatives). Spending in some program areas fell
short by 40 percent or more (e.g., programmatic
tasks, Health Initiatives, and Transportation
Initiatives). If we assume that the plans correctly
reflected counties’ priorities and that these priorities
didn't change during the course of the year, it fol-
lows that there were some problems in implement-
ing programs in certain areas, which resulted in
reprogramming of funds to other program areas, or
some programs being delayed or even cancelled.
On the other hand, some of the deviations between
planned and actual spending may reflect actual
changes in county priorities between the time the
initial plans were developed and programs were put
in place, and a certain degree of flexibility in imple-
menting plans is desirable. Finally, some of the
deviations may reflect coding errors. It will be impor-
tant to continue to track deviations between
planned and actual spending to determine if this
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was characteristic only of the year when many pro-
grams were starting up, or continues to occur.

The divergence between planned and actual
spending is not a problem with the fiscal manage-
ment system. Instead, it shows the utility of the fis-
cal management system at highlighting important
management and program issues.

In addition, in many counties administrative
spending, while not necessarily exceeding its
planned level, failed to meet the requirement that
administrative spending funded by the state alloca-
tion not exceed 8 percent of this allocation. This
may indicate a need for showing Executive Directors
and Regional Financial Managers how to cut their
administrative spending during the course of the
year if actual program spending of the state alloca-
tion is likely to fall short of planned spending.

As noted elsewhere in this evaluation, it is also
very clear that the fiscal year under review was a
year that programs were being launched. The slow-
er than expected start up of some programs, and
difficulties that meant that some programs could
not be launched, may be specific to the first year of
program spending, or problems that will continue to
occur but with less intensity in future years. If this is
the case, then the issue of percent spent on admin-
istrative costs will be a temporary problem specific
to this year of program start up. It will be important
to get an early reading on this in the new fiscal year,
to help assess whether efforts to reduce administra-
tive costs are indeed needed, or whether problems
with program start up are waning, and proportion of
spending on administrative costs is no longer an
issue.

Meeting Fiscal Match Goals

Both the fiscal results and the responses of the
Executive Directors to a questionnaire indicate that
the fiscal match required of each of the counties
was not unduly burdensome and, in fact, was
achieved by all counties. Counties tended to spend
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their matching funds similarly to how they spent
funds received by the state.

Spending Per Child

Although the First Steps allocation formula allocates
larger funding to counties with more preschool-age
children, other elements in the formula result in a
pattern in which the funding provided on a per child
basis tends to decrease as the county’s population
increases. This is a direct result of basing only
some of the funding allocation decisions on popula-
tion-related indicators such as the Kids Count com-
posite factor and the population of children younger
than six. The other factors were not related to the
county’s population but instead to percentages of
students with certain characteristics (e.g., the per-
centage eligible for subsidized lunches).

If this result was not intended, a remedy would
be to transform each of the percentage-based fac-
tors into a population-based version. The number of
children in families with incomes below the poverty
threshold could be substituted for per capita
income, and the number of children in grades first
and third who are eligible for the free and reduced
price lunch program could be substituted for the
percentage of students eligible for free and reduced
price lunch. Initial grant amounts calculated accord-
ing to the revised first four factors could then be
adjusted upward by a percentage amount for coun-
ties submitting high-quality grant proposals or for
counties with a strong ability to support the strategic
plan initiative. If this suggestion were implemented,
the current tilt towards higher per child funding in
counties with small populations would be removed
without removing the tilt towards providing larger per
child funding to counties with a higher percentage of
children live in poor families. At the same time, it is
acknowledged that the current formula may provide
needed resources to counties with more limited
service systems.
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Administrative Spending

There was little indication that counties made unrea-
sonable allocations of their administrative funds.
Many counties appeared to have contracted out a
substantial portion of their administrative activities,
and these counties showed little or no spending on
payroll-related costs. Conversely, most counties with
substantial payroll-related costs showed little or no
spending on program-related services.

Cross State Comparisons

South Carolina spends substantially less per pre-
school child residing in South Carolina than do
either North Carolina or California. Although the
costs of services might be substantially lower in
South Carolina than in California and somewhat
lower than in North Carolina, it seems unlikely that
the difference in per capita spending is entirely due
to differences in costs. Instead, it seems likely that
either South Carolina is reaching a smaller percent-
age of its preschool population with First Steps, or
South Carolina is providing a lower quantity of serv-
ices to its client populations. Since we were unable
to obtain reliable information on the number of vari-
ous groups of clients served by some of the major
programs, we can’t pursue this issue any further.

Qualitative Results

Interviews with Executive Directors generally indicat-
ed a well-managed financial management system
with good relations among the key players.

However, there was a clear need for additional train-
ing of Executive Directors in budgeting and fiscal
management skills.

8 2 Report to the Legislature 2003 l




Collaboration




Collaboration

Introduction

Collaboration across agencies, groups, and individu-
als concerned about the well-being of young children
and their families was seen as a primary goal of
First Steps. Collaboration was viewed as a key
mechanism for identifying and addressing gaps in
services for children and their families, eliminating
duplication, and increasing coordination and effi-
ciency of services. The establishment of processes
for collaboration and cooperation was seen as need-
ing to begin prior to the launching of specific pro-
grams for children and families. Time was allocated
to the establishment of local as well as state collab-
orative bodies and to training participants so that
these bodies could function effectively, prior to the
creation and funding of specific First Steps strate-
gies.

This chapter will review the evidence on collabo-
rative efforts within First Steps. The chapter focuses
first on collaboration at the county level, where the
work of setting up the County Partnership Boards,
carrying out the assessment of local needs, develop-
ing strategic plans, and launching programs at the
local level has occurred. This section will present
examples of collaborations occurring at the county
level and for specific programs. Collaboration was
also a priority at the state level, and a section of the
chapter provides an overview of collaborative work
of state agencies with the Office of First Steps and
the State Board of Trustees, as well as some new
interagency collaborations at the state level that
have been developed or fostered by First Steps.
Collaboration at both the county and state levels
could be expected to increase awareness of school
readiness and early childhood development. The
chapter concludes with findings on the salience of
these issues and with recommendations.

Overview of Key Findings and

Conclusions

B The work of establishing the County
Partnership Boards, carrying out needs

Q
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assessments, and developing strategic
plans required an initial investment of
time. It took about two years from pas-
sage of the First Steps legislation to the
end of the planning period within County
Partnership Boards.

There is evidence of substantial progress
in terms of skill-building at the local level
over the first years of First Steps impte-
mentation, with members of County
Partnership Boards now indicating that
they have a stronger basis for carrying out
their responsibilities.

Most Executive Directors perceive
increased collaboration within their coun-
ties since First Steps was launched (for
example, collaborations across agencies
providing services to children and fami-
lies). Most members of County
Partnership Boards feel that there has
been good to excellent engagement from
local agencies and organizations in their
efforts.

While the overall picture is one of
progress, there has also been variation
across counties in how well members of
the County Partnership Boards have
worked together and how well they have
worked with key community stakeholders.
Cross-organization collaboration at the
county level engendered by First Steps
has varied substantially in form, and has
included: sharing information that was
previously not shared; dyadic Cross-
agency collaborations on specific pro-
grams or initiatives; the creation of net-
works of organizations; and joint ventures
by multiple agencies.

The Program Effectiveness Reports give
many specific instances of collaborations
at the program level. The nature of these
collaborations varied by program type.

At the state level, agency heads and their
staffs have contributed substantial efforts
to First Steps. In addition, new collabora-



tive efforts have been launched or fos-
tered at the state level by First Steps. One
example is the Child Care Coordinating
Council.

B While the evidence suggests that collabo-
ration has increased within counties and
at the state level, Executive Directors also
felt that it would be fruitful to increase
communication across county First Steps
entities, and that such collaboration was
not yet occurring with any regularity.

® Multiple informants indicated that the
issues of early childhood and schoo!
readiness have increased in salience
since the launching of First Steps.
However, informants felt that some groups
have not yet been reached.

Background

Emphasis on Collaboration Within
the Legislation

The emphasis placed on collaboration as a means
of improving services for children and families is
made clear in Section 59-152-21 of the First Steps
legislation (emphasis is added):

The purpose of the First Steps ini-
tiative is to develop, promote, and
assist efforts of agencies, private
providers, and public and private
organizations and entities, at the
state level and the community
level, to collaborate and cooperate
in order to focus and intensify serv-
ices, assure the most efficient use
of all available resources, and elim-
inate duplication of efforts to serve
the needs of young children and
their families.

Establishing collaborative processes was seen as a
necessary basis for effective planning, and a prereg-
uisite before funding would be made available for
specific programs:

Collaboration

The South Carolina First Steps to
School Readiness Board of
Trustees, Office of First Steps to
School Readiness, and the County
First Steps Partnerships shall
assure that collaboration, the
development of partnerships, and
the sharing and maximizing of
resources are occurring before
funding for the
implementation/management
grants...are made available.

Definitions

In her Effective Practices Report entitled
“Community Capacity Building, Collaboration, and
Services Integration,” Andrews (2002) notes that
there is a serious problem for families needing
access to health, education, and human services
because these are not coordinated within a unified
system, but often involve fragmented and uncoordi-
nated services. Often, the families who need servic-
es most need to navigate multiple service systems,
and may face gaps across these service systems as
well as differing barriers and rules for access within
these systems. The very families who may need
access to multiple services the most may be least
able to coordinate across service streams.

The priority placed on collaboration and coordi-
nation within First Steps is an attempt to address
the problems of gaps, poor coordination of services,
unintended duplication of services, and barriers to
services for families with young children. By bringing
together on the First Steps County Partnership
Boards individuals from a range of backgrounds
(including business, public agencies, schools, the
library, child care, early childhood education, Head
Start, as well as families with young children), it was
hoped that problems and gaps in service delivery
would be better understood, that program effective-
ness would be increased for existing programs, and
new programs would be launched that addressed
gaps in services. Collaboration among agencies,
organizations, and individuals was seen as a critical
context for fostering this more comprehensive
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understanding of needs and the development of bet-
ter coordinated service strategies.

Andrews (2002) provides as a definition of col-
laboration: a process in which individuals or organi-
zations engage with each other “to achieve a goal
together that could not be achieved by each partici-
pant alone” (p. 10). Four different levels of collabo-
ration, each building upon the previous level, are
identified by Andrews based on the work of
Himmelman (2001):

(1) exchanging information for mutual benefit;

(2) in addition to (1), altering activities for a

common purpose;

(3) in addition to (2), sharing resources; and

(4) in addition to (3), a willingness to enhance

the capacity of another partner.

This chapter considers whether each of these
levels of collaboration has occurred within First
Steps county efforts.

Evidence on Collaboration From
Smart Start in North Carolina

Smart Start in North Carolina also established local
planning boards with the aim of fostering coliabora-
tion among local agencies to improve the delivery of
services to young children and their families
(“Partnerships for Children”). Research carried out
as part of the Smart Start Evaluation indicates that
“Smart Start appears to improve local inter-agency
collaboration among organizations that serve young
children and their families” (Smart Start Evaluation
Team, 2000, p. 3).

However this increase in collaboration took time
to develop. Differences were documented in the
extent of interagency collaboration when a Smart
Start Partnership was new as opposed to more
established (a contrast that was possible because
Smart Start Partnerships were phased in to counties
or groups of counties over time). The connections
between the Smart Start Partnership and local
agencies increased over time, as did the links

across agencies when a Partnership for Children
was present for a longer period.

The Smart Start evaluation found substantial
variation across Partnerships in the extent of intera-
gency linkages that were occurring. In addition to
how long the Partnership had been in place, another
key factor was whether the Partnership was in a
rural or more urban area. In a network analysis con-
ducted in an urban area, the network of agencies
was found to be more complex, with more special-
ization of types of services, and linkages among
agencies occurring within rather than across types.
Partnerships for Children faced different challenges
in becoming integrated into these more complex net-
works, for example, needing to form relationships
with “subnetworks.”

For First Steps, key implications of these findings
appear to be that:

B Local boards focusing on issues pertain-
ing to young children can foster linkages
among agencies, but this takes time.

B There is variation across communities in
what is needed for building or strengthen-
ing interagency linkages, given the differ-
ences in the complexity of existing service
systems.

First Steps Collaborations
at the County Level

Time Needed to Establish the County
Partnership Boards and Complete
Planning

As noted above, the First Steps legislation viewed
the establishment of the County Partnership Boards
and the completion of planning as important steps
in building local collaboration, and these steps
needed to occur before programs were funded. The
First Steps legislation called for the establishment of
all 46 County Partnership Boards at the start of the
initiative, rather than phasing them in. This was a
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challenging endeavor, and differed from the strategy
in North Carolina of piloting in selected counties or
county groupings and phasing in the Partnerships
for Children across the state. An important initial
accomplishment of First Steps has been the estab-
lishment of all of the Boards, and each Board's com-
pietion of the planning phases of the work required
for the collaborative process laid out in the legisla-
tion.

In the Appendix, Table 1 gives key dates in the
establishment of the County Partnership Boards for
each county. As the table indicates, the County
Forums convened to introduce the First Steps initia-
tive to communities, to begin to identify community
needs, and to identify possible participants on the
Board, were held between August and November
1999, with most forums held in September of that
year. The first meetings of the County Partnership
Boards were held in the 46 counties between
September 1999 and February 2000. Leve! One
applications, requesting funding for the needs and
resources assessments and development of a
strategic plan within each county, were submitted
between November 1999 and May 2000. These
Level One applications were approved between
December 1999 and July 2000. Submission and
approval of the Level Two applications signal the
transition from the planning phase into the program
implementation phase. The Level Two applications
were submitted between March 2000 and
September 2001, and were approved between
August 2000 and October 2001.

The First Steps to School Readiness Act passed
and became law on June 28, 1999 (Holmes,
2002b). The dates in Appendix Table 1 indicate that
the launching of the collaborative process within
counties, required by the legislation, started soon
after the law was enacted. Building the infrastruc-
ture for the collaborative process within counties,
from passage of the law to approval of all of the
Level Two grant applications, involved a period of
about two and a quarter years (June 28, 1999 to
October 11, 2001). Using the first formal communi-
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ty activities, the Forums, as a starting point to calcu-
late the time needed to build infrastructure for col-
laboration (rather than starting at the point of pas-
sage of the First Steps legislation), the period was
slightly shorter (August 29, 1999 to October 11,
2001). This period reflects the earliest and latest
dates in the range (i.e., the time between the first
Forum and approval of last Level Two grant). Within
specific counties, the time required for establishing
the Board and completing the planning was sub-
stantially shorter.

While all counties completed the planning phase
of the work, some encountered greater difficulty
than others. For example, interviews with the
Technical Assistance staff of the Office of First Steps
indicated variation in the quality of the work com-
pleted by consultants hired to carry out the county
needs and resources assessments and to help
develop the county’s strategic plan. In some coun-
ties, moving from the planning stage to hiring an
Executive Director proved difficult, and several relied
on consultation from William Preston and Associates
to fill the Executive Director role for a period of time;
one county is still relying on this assistance.

The dual themes, that laying the groundwork for
a collaborative process at the county level requires
an investment of time; and that there is substantial
variation across counties in this process, are well
reflected in these findings regarding the planning
phase.

Building Knowledge and Skills

As noted in the Administrative Structures Section of
this report, the County Partnership Boards have
largely succeeded in bringing together representa-
tion from a range of sectors required by the legisla-
tion.1 However, as noted by Andrews (2002), bring-
ing together the key players for a collaborative
process does not assure that individuals or groups
will work together effectively. Andrews summarizes
evidence indicating that Board members often ini-
tially lacked skills needed to effectively complete the
tasks required of Boards; she reports that the Office
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of First Steps responded with a sequence of training
sessions in different modalities and for different
groups. The summary of findings on “capacity build-
ing” that foltows draws heavily on the Effective
Practices Report written by Andrews (2002).

In fall of 1999, when Boards were beginning to
meet but had not yet submitted their Level One
applications, over 1,000 members of County
Partnership Boards attended training sessions in six
regional meetings. Eight hundred and eighteen
completed a survey regarding their levels of expert-
ise in tasks related to Board functioning. The propor-
tion of respondents indicating that they had a lot or
very much knowledge in tasks the Boards needed to
carry out ranged from 27percent for writing a pro-
gram plan to a high of 47 percent for collaborating
with other organizations. It is noteworthy that while
the highest proportion noted pertained to collabora-
tion, the proportion with substantial knowledge was
still less than half of the respondents. The modal
response was “some knowledge” for conducting
needs assessments, conducting resource assess-
ments, researching best practices, writing a program
plan, and evaluating programs.

In April and June 2000, training was conducted
for a smatler group of 166 Board members who had
assumed leadership roles (Board Chairs and Co-
Chairs). For a similar set of items, mean scores fell
in the range of “some” to “a fair amount of knowl-
edge.” Andrews (2002) notes that “their level [of
knowledge] was not particularly high, given the
weight of planning and resource allocation responsi-
bility that confronted the County Partnership
Boards” (p. 24).

The Office of First Steps sought information
about the training needs of Board members and
staff and launched a series of further training and
technical assistance efforts to address these needs.
In December 2000 (the period after Level One appli-
cations had been approved but grants for programs
had not yet been submitted), the Office of First
Steps held a Leadership Summit, and, in small
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group discussions, sought to get a better sense of
Board members’ concerns. Issues raised ranged
from relationships on the Boards (e.g., interactions
given the large size of the Board; diversity of back-
grounds and interests; substantial commitment of
volunteer time; conflicts of interest; difficulty gaining
participation of parents) and lack of relevant back-
ground (e.g., limited knowledge for some of early
childhood development service systems; lack of
skills for how to participate on a Board).

As noted by Andrews (2002), the Office of First
Steps then addressed these issues through
“Learning Summits” for multiple Board members
and staff (December 2000 and January 2002), con-
ferences (February 2000 and April 2001) and
through meetings for Executive Directors, some-
times joined by Board Chairs (September 2001,
November 2001, May 2002, and June 2002).
Participant responses were extremely positive. For
example, in rating their experience at the February
2000 training, the percent of participants who
agreed or agreed strongly that they felt very positive
about the new knowledge they had acquired ranged
from 76 (for a session on children’s health) to 100
(regarding a session on fiscal management and
responsibility). The training sessions were comple-
mented by on-site training of Boards by expert non-
profit board development specialists who traveled to
counties and by the establishment of the First Steps
Technicat Assistance staff.

Andrews (2002) cautions that these favorable
responses to the training experiences do not assure
that the information was applied in practice.
However, the most recent survey of Board Members,

1the County Partnership Boards, by legislative require-
ment, must have representation from the business com-
munity, child care providers, non-profit organizations serv-
ing children and families, the county library, DHEC, DSS,
early childhood education, the faith community, family
education, Head Start, health care, a legislative
appointee, parents of preschool children, preschool to pri-
mary educator, the school district, and transportation.



conducted in the summer of 2002, indicates a self-
perception of much stronger skills and knowledge.
At this more recent point in time, ratings on items
pertaining to Board operations fell in the good to
excellent range 83 percent of the time or more,
depending on the item. While 82 percent of
responding Board members rated their County
Partnership’s influence in the county as good or
excellent in terms of sustaining First Steps programs
and addressing local needs, ratings on some board-
community relations items were less strong (with
ratings of poor or adequate for about a quarter of
respondents on these items); the scores were lowest
for involving hard-to-reach populations in County
Partnership activities (60 percent in the good to
excellent range). The majority of respondents (90
percent) agreed or agreed strongly that the
Executive Director in their county was capable and
committed, and 87 percent agreed or agreed strong-
ly that the Executive Directors monitored or super-
vised programs and activities so that they were car-
ried out effectively.

A questionnaire completed by Office of First
Steps Technical Assistants in May 2002 regarding
Board functioning in each of the counties to which
they were assigned provides a somewhat less favor-
able perspective on Board functioning. However, we
note that the scales used in rating were not the
same, and so direct comparison of ratings is not
possible. According to the Technical Assistants,
Board members’ ability to accomplish goals was sat-
isfactory for 59 percent of counties, and excellent
less than a third of the time (32 percent). Executive
Directors’ abilities to accomplish goals were seen as
excellent for half of the counties and satisfactory for
38 percent (poor for 12 percent). Executive
Directors' ability to assess needs and priorities was
seen as excellent for only 22 percent and poor for
nearly as high a percentage (20 percent).

Because the survey of Technical Assistants was
conducted at only one point in time, it is not possi-
ble to determine if they too saw growth, albeit within
a less favorable range than Board members per-
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ceived their own functioning and that of the
Executive Directors. The Technical Assistants are
often called upon to assist with problems that arise
with Board functioning, and thus may have a partic-
ularly clear sense of problems and difficulties. But
their external perception suggests a need for fur-
ther growth in skills, an important counterpoint to
the Board members' perception of progress.

To summarize, a recent survey of Board
Members suggests a self-perception of substantially
greater skill and effectiveness in carrying out
required functions than was the case early on. The
external perceptions of Technical Assistants caution
that there is room for further growth.

Perceptions of Collaboration Within
and Across Counties by Executive
Directors

The interviews conducted with the 46 First Steps
Executive Directors during the summer of 2002
included a section on different types of collabora-
tion. Some questions pertained to collaboration
within counties (for example, across agencies) and
some to collaboration between counties (for exam-
ple, First Steps Partnership Boards in different coun-
ties launching joint programs). There were sharply
different perceptions of collaboration within and
across counties.

When asked if collaboration within their counties
had increased since the launching of First Steps,
about 63 percent of Executive Directors felt that col-
laborations had increased a lot, and a further 28
percent felt that collaborations had increased some.
Less than ten percent felt that collaborations had
not increased at all (seven percent) or had
increased very little (two percent).

The most recent survey of County Partnership
Board members presents a positive picture as well,
though it asked about collaboration within the coun-
ty in a different way. In this survey, 46 percent of
Board Members felt that engagement, support and
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contributions from other agencies and organizations
within their counties was good, and a further 29 per-
cent felt that such engagement, support and contri-
butions were excellent.

Executive Directors had a very different percep-
tion of collaboration across counties. While 63 per-
cent felt that collaboration within counties had
increased a lot since First Steps had been in place,
only 26 percent felt this way about collaborations
across counties. Fourteen percent felt that collabo-
ration across counties had not increased at all, 19
percent felt it had increased very little, and 42 per-
cent felt it had increased some.

Executive Directors frequently noted in their
interviews that they would like to have more oppor-
tunity to share experiences and information across
counties. Only 11 percent felt that there was a lot of
communication among Executive Directors, 28 per-
cent felt that there was very little, and 61 percent
felt that there was some. Of the 46 Executive
Directors, 29 mentioned that they would like to see
a mechanism in place for Executive Directors to
share experiences. Regional meetings were widely
recommended. Other possibilities noted were a
website and mentoring programs.

The Executive Directors noted that the Office of
First Steps makes information on other counties
available through notes sent to the Directors, pre-
sentations on best practices, and state level meet-
ings. The Executive Directors expressed a desire to
complement these with opportunities to get together
in regions to share information more informally, or
for groups with specific interests to meet to discuss
specific topics. It was also noted that in some
instances, small counties do not have the funding
necessary to do certain activities (such as public
awareness campaigns), and that it might be helpful
to have smaller counties form a group for specific
purposes.

Some regional groups of Executive Directors
have formed spontaneously for regular informal

30

meetings. Similarly, some dyadic mentoring rela-
tionships have formed among Executive Directors.
There were strong favorable responses to these
experiences.

In sum, while Executive Directors generally felt
that there had been increases in collaboration with-
in their counties, they saw limited growth in collabo-
ration across counties. They felt that there were
opportunities for collaboration among First Steps
Executive Directors and expressed a desire for a
context in which to meet and share information and
experiences regionally or by substantive interest.

Examples of Collaboration Within
Countles Given by Executive
Directors

Executive Directors were asked to give examples of
new collaborations that had emerged in their coun-
ties since First Steps started. Executive Directors
described service sectors or agencies working
together for the first time or working together more
closely than they had before. In one county, schools
were sharing their early childhood curricula with
child care providers. The Executive Director noted
that this kind of sharing had not occurred before
between schools and child care providers. Another
Executive Director described the county fibrary as
working more ctosely with the school district, parent
educators, and child care providers. A new collabo-
ration was described between the Department of
Parks and Recreation and child care providers in
another county. An Executive Director gave the
example of a health department that had not previ-
ously worked with child care centers which now has
nurses carrying out trainings with child care
providers.

A recurrent theme in the Executive Director inter-
views was that service providers lacked information
about resources available through different agen-
cies and organizations within the county.
Collaborative efforts sometimes sought to address
this problem. One county held a community-wide



meeting for all agencies with the aim of increasing
provider familiarity with available resources. Another
Executive Director reported the formation of an
Interagency Council that provided a context for those
working with young children and their families to
network and hold forums on particular issues.

There were also multiple descriptions of the cre-
ation or strengthening of formal networks of service
providers. For example, in one county, when First
Steps was just starting, an organization of child care
providers had very limited attendance at meetings.
First Steps staff did not create a new organization,
but offered to assist in planning and running meet-
ings in collaboration with the existing organization.
The new energy and information that First Steps
staff provided resulted in such an increase in mem-
bership that it is now difficult to gain entry into
packed meetings.

Organizations have also collaborated on entirely
new joint ventures. A Hispanic Task Force has been
formed in one county. This task force has resulted in
the creation of a handbook for Hispanic families to
help them navigate the school system, and also suc-
ceeded in having new English as a Second
Language courses being offered during the summer.

In another county, multiple agencies submitted a
joint proposal to a foundation to provide prenatal
care services when they perceived this to be a serv-
ice gap on which they were willing to work jointly. In
another county, four agencies worked together to
sponsor and run a Baby Fair to bring information to
families about infant care and resources available to
families with infants. In a rural county, multiple
organizations were collaborating to start a new child
care center.

Collaborations that the Executive Directors
described fell into each of the four levels that
Andrews described, based on the work of
Himmelman (2001), for increasingly advanced col-
laboration. An example for each level follows, drawn
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from the examples of collaboration given by the
Executive Directors.

(1) Sharing of information. In one
county, agencies were working
together to create a referral net-
work so that those working with
families would be better informed
about all of the relevant services
available.

(2) Altering activities for a common
purpose. A collaboration between
a school district and child care
providers was described in which
any training available to teachers
was now made available to child
care providers in the community.
Child care providers would not be
able to afford this kind of training
otherwise. The Executive Director
noted that this was the first time
that child care providers had inter-
acted to this extent with early child-
hood teachers.

(3) Sharing resources. In one county,
three programs that provide
English as a Second Language
instruction were collaborating to
share administrative costs so that
they could provide more programs
and reach families in more of the
county.

(4) Enhancing the capacity of a part-
ner. A county health department
and school district collaborated in
getting foundation funding so that
there would be a nurse in every
school and to fill the gaps remain-
ing even after school nurses were
placed in schools by the school dis-
trict and through First Steps.
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Description of Collaborative Efforts
at the Program Level

The Program Effectiveness Reports (PERs) complet-
ed for each First Steps-funded program asked for
information regarding collaborations that occurred
during the implementation of that particular pro-
gram. The specific question asked was: “What col-
laborative efforts were anticipated and actually car-
ried out? What was the general level of
effectiveness of the collaboration?”

The information gleaned from the PERs regard-
ing collaboration provides a different perspective
from that provided by the Executive Directors. As
can be seen from the summary of their responses,
the Executive Directors described collaborations
that sometimes went beyond individual programs,
for example, to describe the creation of formal net-
works among service providers or the initiation of
joint efforts by multiple agencies. This section
focuses on collaborations that supported specific
programs.

Table 10 in the Appendix provides a summary of
the kinds of collaborations that were described in
the PERs for specific programs. For each program
type, the most frequently noted kinds of collabora-
tive efforts appear at the top of the table. Moving
down each column, the type of collaboration noted
was mentioned progressively less frequently across
the PERs. In a number of instances, a PER indicated
that a collaborative effort of some kind was occur-
ring, but specific information was not provided.
Thus, there may have been some further forms of
collaboration than are summarized here, and the
ordering in terms of frequency might have been dif-
ferent if detailed information on collaboration had
been noted in every instance. (See also Andrews,
2002, for a summary of the most common partner
noted in collaborations for different types of pro-
grams).

The three most commonly occurring forms of col-
laboration for each program type are described

Q
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below. Note that many innovative and interesting
forms of collaboration occurred less frequently.

Collaborations of First Steps 4K Programs

As Tabte 10 in the Appendix shows, the most com-
monly occurring form of collaboration for 4K pro-
grams was help from different organizations in locat-
ing appropriate families for enroliment of children.

In Barnwell County, for example, all the age-appropri-
ate children of parents participating in the Positive
Parenting Power program were enrolled in the 4K
program. Organizations also collaborated with 4K
programs in providing medical and dental screen-
ings for the children. In Jasper and McCormick
Counties, DHEC assisted with screenings of children
participating in 4K programs. 4K programs worked
with other organizations when a child’s referral for
services was needed. For example, in Kershaw
County, the School District Office of Special Services
provided speech and language services.

Collaborations of First Steps Child Care
Programs

For First Steps child care programs, the form of col-
laboration most frequently noted on the PERs was
collaboration with an agency or educational institu-
tion in the education and training of caregivers.
PERs for programs in a number of counties referred
to the availability of the Center for Child Care Career
Development for caregiver education and consulta-
tion. First Steps also worked with technical colleges
in their counties to develop training opportunities.
PERs also often referred to relying on DHHS, DSS,
and the ABC program, as well as child care resource
and referral agencies for help in identifying child
care facilities with specific characteristics (e.g., facil-
ities participating in the ABC system; facilities that
were registered or licensed). This information was
used to identify appropriate facilities for children
with child care scholarships (for which participation
needed to be in facilities participating in the ABC
system), or to identify caregivers who might be
appropriate for participating in a quality enhance-
ment initiative. Information and consuitation was
especially sought to guide quality enhancement
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activities. For example, NAEYC provided information
on the accreditation process. DHHS provided infor-
mation in several counties on the state’s framework
for child care regulation and quality enhancement.

Collaborations of First Steps Parenting and
Famlly Strengthening Programs

PERs often listed multiple organizations that parent-
ing and family strengthening programs collaborated
with in identifying families that might be appropriate
for their programs. For example, in Berkeley County,
the PAT program received referrals from DHEC's
BabyNet program as well as DSS. Numerous exam-
ples were given in the PERs of donations of materi-
als, resources, space for meetings, or volunteer time
for parenting/family strengthening programs. As an
example, in Lancaster County, volunteers to help
with the Reach Out and Read program were located
through the Council on Aging and Kiwanis. In
Lexington County, a number of different businesses
and organizations donated materials such as books
and toys, door prizes, and food for a parenting pro-
gram. In Chesterfield County, the School District
provided space for workshops with teen parents.
Funding for some of the material used in
parenting/family strengthening programs was pro-
vided by United Way Success by 6 and private foun-
dations in a number of counties.

Collaborations of First Steps Health
Programs

Fewer collaborations were noted in the health area
overall than for other types of programs, but that in
part reflects overall, that there were fewer health
programs overall. In the health area, PERs most
often described collaborative efforts that involved
providing referrals to participating families for fur-
ther services. For example, the Health Home
Visitation Program in Florence County collaborated
with hospitals, physicians, social workers, DSS,
DHEC, child care providers, schools, and other com-
munity agencies to share information regarding
services available and refer families to appropriate
services.
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Several programs focused specifically on provid-
ing coordination among health services. Richland’s
health program, for example, sought to increase
cooperation and collaboration among a set of part-
ners focusing on children age zero to three in child
care and other settings. In a number of programs,
resources for famities participating in health pro-
grams were donated by the faith community and
agencies.

A concern emerged in the PERs, as well as in the
interviews with Executive Directors (see also section
of program chapter on parenting/family strengthen-
ing programs) that within counties, there was often
a lack of familiarity by those providing one form of
service for children and families about other servic-
es in the community. One PER describes an effort to
address this issue directly. In Aiken County, First
Steps initiated a program called “Community 101,” a
course designed for all employed in a job in the
county involving contact with children or families.
The course was intended to “familiarize workers with
the local resources available to children and families
in the county...encourage them to form networks
among their peers, and acquaint them with the
basics of system thinking so that they can under-
stand the complexity of our system and can make
better referrals and decisions regarding children and
families. This program is a concrete expression of
the county’s recognition that systems-thinking is crit-
ical in helping children and families.” In addition to
the course, this program also involves launching,
and providing training in an online and telephone
resource guide to improve access to data concern-
ing services for young children and their families.
This PER highlights the potential at the county level
to initiate programs with the specific aim of increas-
ing coordination in services for children and fami-
lies.

Challenges to Collaboration

In responding to the question regarding how effec-
tive collaborative efforts were, many of the PERs
noted that these efforts were effective or very effec-
tive. However, sometimes challenges were noted. In
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some instances, collaborating organizations had to
overcome “turf” or “trust” issues. As noted above,
the need for more communication across agencies
and organizations serving children and families was
frequently mentioned. Lack of communication was
seen as a serious obstacle to forming and maintain-
ing collaborations. Time demands, distances, and
problems with transportation could make it difficult
to sustain collaboration. The PERs mention funding
issues as posing chailenges, including insufficient
funds, uncertainty about funds, and restrictions on
how funds could be used. Collaborative efforts also
sometimes had to overcome differing organizational
policies. PERs also mentioned that collaborations
could flounder when there was a lack of a clear
sense of each partner’s roles.

in sum, many different forms of collaboration
were occurring at the level of specific First Steps
programs. There is also the first indication that pro-
grams can be initiated specifically to address prob-
lems of interagency coordination. While collabora-
tions appear to be strengthening individual First
Steps programs in many ways, there were also ongo-
ing challenges in forming and sustaining collabora-
tions.

First Steps Collaborations
at the State Level

While collaboration was viewed as essential to
increasing the efficiency and quality of services at
the local level, collaboration at the state level was
also viewed as critical to First Steps functioning. To
assure and facilitate such collaboration, an Inter-
Agency Work Group was convened, consisting of
senior-level representatives from cabinet and non-
cabinet as well as non-profit agencies.
Subsequently the Legislative and Agency Relations
Committee assisted in coordination and coliabora-
tion across agencies.2

Collaboration

According to First Steps annual reports, govern-
ment agencies that have worked closely with First
Steps include:

B S.C. Department of Education

B S.C. Department of Health and
Human Services
S.C. Department of Health and
Environmental Control
S.C. Department of Social Services
S.C. Budget and Control Board
S.C. Department of Mental Health
S.C. Department of Transportation
S.C. Department of Alcohol and
Other Drug Abuse Services
S.C. Department of Disabilities and
Special Needs
B S.C. State Library

Each of these agencies made important contribu-
tions to the establishment of First Steps, and contin-
ues to make contributions. Examples noted in the
2000 and 2001 Annual Reports include the follow-
ing:
B The Department of Education

serves as the fiscal agent for the

Office of First Steps. It has worked

closely with First Steps in designat-

ing practices for its 4K and parent

education/family support program-

ming. Staff from the Department

of Education reviewed every Level

Two grant application. Staff mem-

bers from the Department of

Education meet regularly with the

Office of First Steps to share

strategies, make joint presenta-

tions, and assure that information

about First Steps is provided

through all early childhood and

2The Legislative and Agency Relations Committee was dis-
solved in June 2002; their functions were absorbed by the
full Board of Trustees.
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parenting programs now operated
by school districts.

The Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS) loaned
staff to First Steps to help launch
the initiative. DHHS has also
worked with Office of First Steps,
the Head Start Collaboration
Office, and the S.C. Center for
Child Care Career Development to
create an Early Childhood
Education Summit to increase the
ability for child care workers to use
credits from two-year institutions to
count toward degrees in four-year
institutions.

The Department of Health and
Environmental Contro! (DHEC)
works in every county on the imple-
mentation of activities, and pro-
vides expertise on health issues,
including health issues within child
care settings, and coordination of
First Steps services with Medicaid.
Information about First Steps has
been provided to all 13 health dis-
tricts. DHEC has also ensured that
First Steps is linked to its existing
programs, such as BabyNet and
Children's Rehabilitative Services.
The Department of Social Services
initially loaned staff to the Office of
First Steps.

The S.C. Budget and Control Board
has provided extensive support
around data development, evalua-
tion, and strategic planning.

The State Library developed a
number of initiatives to support
early literacy and school readiness,
including the Early Childhood
Teacher Resource Collection and
Video Collection, which provide
books and videos in every public

Collaboration

library for early childhood educa-
tors.

The state agencies have linkages with the County
Partnership Boards through the agency and library
representatives serving on those boards. In addition,
a number of state agencies have made contribu-
tions of funding to First Steps.

Interviews with heads of state agencies or their
designees, as well as with representatives of state
level nonprofit organizations, indicated collaboration
through participation in a number of specific initia-
tives at the state level:

B The Office of First Steps worked
closely with the Department of
Health and Human Services in
introducing the T.E.A.C.H. Early
Childhood Project into South
Carolina. This program seeks to
raise child care worker’ training
and wages, and reduce staff
turnover in child care facilities.
Scholarships are provided for par-
ticipation in early childhood cours-
es at different levels, and bonuses
are provided for completion of the
coursework with a commitment
from the child care worker to
remain in the facility for a period of
time. This program is funded by
federal child care quality funds
made available through DHHS.

® The Department of Education and
Department of Health and Human
Services are working with First
Steps on a pilot project to examine
the introduction of 4K into private
child care settings. Funding for
this initiative comes from DHHS
and OFS, with substantial input
into standards for 4K programs
and implementation issues from
Department of Education. A
request for proposals was devel-
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oped, applications reviewed, and
ten child care sites were funded to
serve as 4K programs in the fall of
2002. The agencies will be work-
ing with the Office of First Steps to
monitor outcomes in these pro-
grams.

First Steps has helped to raise the
salience of child care issues within
the state, by working closely with
multiple agencies. There has been
a progression of interagency
efforts to address child care
issues, culminating in the fall of
2001 with the creation of the
South Carolina Child Care
Coordinating Council through an
executive order. Sixteen agencies
and non-profit organizations collab-
orate in the Child Care
Coordinating Council, with DHHS
serving as the lead agency, and
First Steps participating. The
Council released a plan identifying
objectives in July 2002. Among the
objectives are developing a
statewide voluntary child care qual-
ity rating system, increasing public
awareness about child care quality
issues, improving the quality of
licensed family child care, and
revising DSS child care licensing
standards. Efforts have already
begun to address these issues.
DHHS works closely with First
Steps in administering programs
that provide child care scholar-
ships to children.

Collaboration

Salience of School
Readiness and Early
Childhood Development

With the collaborative efforts at both the county and
state levels noted above, an important question is
whether there has been an increase in public aware-
ness of school readiness and early childhood devel-
opment as issues.

As part of their interviews, Executive Directors
were asked for their perception of whether the atten-
tion school readiness and early childhood develop-
ment receive has changed since the start of First
Steps. Most Executive Directors felt that these
issues were receiving a lot more attention from local
elected officials, local agencies, elected officials
from other areas, state government, and the media.
However they felt that these issues were receiving
only somewhat more attention from local advocacy
groups, private residents in their counties, and pri-
vate residents across the state. The least increase
in salience was noted for residents both locally and
across the state. It may be that more time is need-
ed for early childhood issues to increase in salience
to private residents or that different efforts are
needed to reach private residents.

These perceptions by Executive Directors sug-
gest that there has been a substantial increase in
the salience of school readiness and early childhood
development among public groups, but that the
salience of this issue is not yet as great among citi-
zens overall.

Conclusions and Recommendations

@ First Steps succeeded in setting up

In sum, there has been active participation from
state agencies from the inception of First Steps.
First Steps has, in turn, provided a context for specif-
ic initiatives that have involved cross-agency collabo-
ration.

Aruitoxt provided by Eric
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the infrastructure required and
emphasized in the legislation for
establishing collaborative bodies at
the county level and completing
the planning tasks required of
these bodies.



This initial process required by the
legislation took a substantial peri-
od of time. However, meaningful
increases are evident in the skills
of participants in the County
Partnership Boards in completing
the tasks required to improve serv-
ices for children and families at the
county level.

Executive Directors described col-
laborative efforts at the county
level that involve cross-agency col-
laborations, the establishment and
strengthening of networks of
organizations, and joint ventures
by multiple organizations.

The Program Effectiveness Reports
indicate that specific programs
often rely on collaborations to com-
plete their objectives, and that the
type of collaboration varies by pro-
gram type.

While collaborations are wide-
spread and meaningful, there are
also multiple chalienges to effec-
tive collaboration. As suggested by
the work in North Carolina, collabo-
ration takes time. It may also
require addressing specific obsta-
cles and challenges.

While substantial progress has
been made in building skills for
carrying out Board functions at the
county level, there are neverthe-
less indications that continuing
efforts to build skills and support
collaborative efforts at the county
leve!l would be warranted. Training
sessions appeared to be welcome
and effective. Such efforts should
be ongoing, and should continue a
focus on establishing and sustain-
ing collaborative efforts.
Collaboration at the county level
would be enhanced by the exis-

37

Collaboration

tence of up- to- date information on
services and resources available
for children and families. Some
counties have initiated efforts to
develop comprehensive guides to
local services and to provide train-
ing in making effective referrals.
These innovations should be
shared across counties.

State agencies have made sub-
stantial contributions to First Steps
at the state level.

There are indications of a number
of new and important state-level
interagency collaborative efforts,
such as the Child Care
Coordinating Council, to which First
Steps has contributed.

It is the perception of Executive
Directors that school readiness
and early childhood development
issues have increased in salience
more in the public arena than for
private citizens. Efforts to build
public awareness of these issues
should continue and be strength-
ened.
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Introduction

The First Steps to School Readiness Act of 1999,
Section 59-152-100(A) states:
All activities and services provided by a First
Steps Partnership must be made available to
young children and families on a voluntary basis
and must focus on the following:

(1) lifelong learning:

(a)

school readiness;

(b} parenting skills;

(c) family literacy; and

(d) adultand continuing
education.

health care:

(@) nutrition;

(b)

affordable access to

quality age-appropriate
health care;

early and periodic screen-
ings;

required immunizations;
initiatives to reduce injuries
to infants and toddlers; and
technical assistance and
consultation for parents and
child care providers on health
and safety issues.

quality child care:

(@)

staff training and profes-
sional development
incentives;

quality cognitive learn-
ing programs;
voluntary accreditation
standards;
accessibility to quality
child care and develop-
ment resources; and
affordability.

(4) transportation:
(a) coordinated service;
(b) accessibility;
(¢) increased utilization effi-
ciency; and
(d) affordability.

The most prevalent program strategies implemented
by First Steps County Partnership Boards offered
services or supports to young children and their
families in four areas: Early education,
parenting/family strengthening, child care, and
health.

W Early education. First Steps funds were
used to increase access to early educa-
tion programs in public schools or through
Head Start by expanding existing four-
year-old kindergarten (4K) classrooms
from half day to full day, or creating new
four-year-old kindergarten classrooms.
First Steps funds were also used to pro-
vide summer readiness programs for chil-
dren at risk of not being ready for entry
into first grade. By far the largest percent-
age of First Steps county level spending in
fiscal year 2001-02, 37 percent, was allo-
cated to early education programs. The
majority of 4K and other preschool pro-
grams funded in fiscal year 2001-02 oper-
ated for the full school year. A smaller
number of programs was established in
the fall after the school year had already
begun, and a few programs began opera-
tion in January, during the second semes-
ter of the year.

m Parenting and family strengthening. First
Steps funding supported expansions of
existing parenting and family strengthen-
ing programs and the creation of new pro-
grams. Twenty-five percent of First Steps
county-level spending went to
parenting/family strengthening programs.
As of the end of fiscal year 2001-02,
approximately equal numbers of programs

Q
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reported having been in operation
between three and six months, between
six and nine months, and for nine months
or more.

B Child care. First Steps supported efforts
to expand the amount and affordability of
quality child care available to families
through quality enhancement initiatives,
staff development, and child care scholar-
ships. Child care programs accounted for
a total of 17 percent of First Steps pro-
gram funds at the county level. The
majority of these programs were in opera-
tion for less than nine months during fis-
cal year 2001-02.

B Health. Health needs of children and fam-
ilies that would not be met through other
public programs were addressed by First
Steps’ support of home health visitation
programs and other health-related servic-
es. However, health initiatives represent a
small percentage (2 percent) of total First
Steps county-level spending, in fiscal year
2001-02. Most of the programs that were
implemented provided services for less
than six months of the fiscal year.

Although transportation was among the areas
highlighted in First Steps legislation, planning and
implementation of stand-alone transportation pro-
grams proved to be difficult, and only two such pro-
grams operated in fiscal year 2001-02. While there
were few stand-alone transportation programs, pro-
grams of the other prevalent types often had trans-
portation supports. Some other programs were also
implemented that, although clearly within the
intended scope of First Steps, did not fall neatly into
any of the four identified program strategies
described above. A small percentage of county-level
spending went toward transportation and other pro-
grams. The length of time during which these pro-
grams had been providing services during the fiscal
year ranged fairly evenly, from less than three
months to nine months or more.
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As indicated above, there were clear differences
in the relative maturity of different types of pro-
grams. Holmes (2002b) noted that the easiest pro-
grams to get up and running were school-based
early education programs (4K and summer readi-
ness, and extensions of existing parent education
programs), primarily because these were executed
through sole source contracts (predominantly with
school districts). The programs that were slowest to
develop were child care and health. Health pro-
grams proved to be the most difficult to initiate, due
to a set of issues including concerns about supplan-
tation.

The Views of Program
Participants

First Steps legislation requires that First Steps
County Partnership Boards report on “...client satis-
faction before, during, and after the implementation
of the strategic plan, where available...” (Section 59-
152-70(AX7)[f]). To this end, many 4K and parent-
ing/family strengthening programs administered
Family Satisfaction Surveys (sometimes referred to
as Parent Surveys) to their participants, usually near
the end of the fiscal year.1 These surveys, imple-
mented by William Preston & Associates in coopera-
tion with the Office of First Steps, included a series
of questions asking respondents to provide their
opinions regarding the reasons why children might
not be ready to start school, and the costs and avail-

10ne child care program in one county also administered
the Parent Survey to families. Surveys were also reported
to have been administered by non-First Steps supported
4K programs and by five-year-old kindergarten (5K) pro-
grams (also not First Steps supported). Our focus in this
section is on the 4K and parenting programs that did
receive First Steps support.
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ability of services within their communities. Below,
we discuss some general findings related to these
questions.2

Of the 3,340 Family Satisfaction Surveys
returned by participants in First Steps-supported
programs, 1,907 were from parents in
parenting/family strengthening programs, while
1,433 were from parents of children enrolled in 4K
classes. The majority of respondents were female
(68 percent of those in parenting/family strengthen-
ing programs and 62 percent of those with children
enrolled in 4K). The modal reported household
income was below $13,000 (33 percent of parent-
ing/family strengthening participants, 21 percent of
4K participants), although the median yearly house-
hold income was somewhat higher for parents of 4K
students (between $21,000 and $25,000) than for
participants in parenting/family strengthening pro-
grams (between $16,000 and $20,000). The most
frequently reported race or ethnicity was African-
American (51 percent of parenting/family strength-
ening participants and 44 percent of 4K parents);
white, non-Hispanic was the second most commonly
reported (30 percent in parenting/family strengthen-
ing programs and 44 percent in 4K programs). The
majority of respondents were between the ages of
18 and 30 (58 percent in parenting/family strength-
ening programs, 51 percent of 4K parents). Most
reported being unmarried but living with a partner
(43 percent of parenting/family strengthening pro-
gram participants and 51 percent of 4K parents) or
having never married (34 percent of parenting/fami-
ly strengthening participants, 21 percent of 4K par-
ents). The extent to which these characteristics are
representative of families participating in First Steps
funded 4K and parenting/family strengthening pro-
grams is unknown.

The following are highlights from the results of
the survey. Percentages will be presented for all
First Steps participants (parenting/family strength-
ening and 4K combined), followed by percentages
for parenting/family strengthening and 4K respon-
dents, in that order, in parentheses:

Program Implementation: Overview Of Program Strategies

B 72 percent of respondents had heard of
First Steps in their community (77 percent
for respondents participating in parent-
ing/family strengthening programs; 66
percent for parents of children in 4K pro-
grams).

B 52 percent (55 percent for parenting/fam-
ily strengthening; 47 percent for 4K)
reported that transportation was an
obstacle in their community.

B Only 12 percent (14 percent; 10 percent)
of parents said that resources were easy
to access in their community.

B 63 percent (67 percent; 58 percent) said
the reason that children are not ready for
school is because parents need parenting
skills; the next two most common reasons
given were: a) single parents need help,
with 57 percent of parents reporting this
to be a major problem (57 percent; 57
percent); and b) emotional problems in
the child, endorsed by 35 percent of par-
ents (34 percent; 37 percent).3

B When asked about the biggest problems
facing families in getting children ready to
start school, 51 percent (50 percent; 52
percent) said that lack of child care was
an issue. The next most frequently-cited
problem, indicated by 40 percent of par-
ents (37 percent; 45 percent) was lack of
after-school programs. For
parenting/family strengthening partici-
pants the third most commonly-endorsed
problem was lack of transportation (35

2Surveys also included a series of questions regarding
parents’ perceptions of their children's pre-kindergarten
or kindergarten programs. Although these questions were
asked of all parents who completed the survey, they were
most relevant to respondents with children currently
enrolled in 4K and other preschool programs. Thus, a dis-
cussion of results from this portion of the survey will be
reserved for the section on early education programs.

3Questions on the survey were worded so as to be imper-
sonal, asking about parents and children generally, rather
than asking parents to report their own biggest problems
or reasons their own children might not be ready for
school.
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percent), while for parents of 4K students
the third most commonly-cited problems
were low quality child care and having no
family or friends to help, with 32 percent
of respondents indicating each of these
as a problem.

8 60 percent of parents (53 percent; 68
percent) cited full-day 4-year-old kinder-
garten as being most important to parents
among a list of potential parenting, family
strengthening, and educational opportuni-
ties; the next two most important opportu-
nities to parents were: a) affordable quali-
ty child care (51 percent overall; 46
percent; 57 percent); and b) an opportuni-
ty for a better job (46 percent overall and
for both program types, separately).

| 57 percent of respondents (57 percent;
56 percent) said they would most like to
see First Steps work on programs that pro-
vide help for families; the next two most
common programs mentioned were par-
enting programs (42 percent overall; 47
percent; 35 percent) and better quality
child care (38 percent overall; 37 percent;
40 percent).

The extent to which these views are typical of all
First Steps program participants is not known
because surveys were completed by an unknown
percentage of participants in parenting/family
strengthening programs and by a relatively small
percentage of parents of 4K students. Nonetheless,
results suggest that First Steps programs are appro-
priately targeting needs within communities in South
Carolina, as perceived by those participating in
these programs.

Review of Programs by
Program Type

We turn now to in-depth discussions of early educa-
tion, child care, parenting/family strengthening, and
health programs that were implemented across the

i02

state, as well as a descriptive overview of some
implemented programs that do not fall neatly into
any of these four basic program strategies (including
transportation programs). Throughout these discus-
sions, our focus is on the early implementation of
programs: which types of programs were implement-
ed and how they were implemented. A focus on
implementation outcomes was deemed to be the
most appropriate because the majority of First Steps
programs had been operating for less than one year.
As planning turned to implementation at both the
state and county levels during the 2001-02 fiscal
year, there was a substantial learning curve requir-
ing refinements and adjustments in First Steps pro-
grams and administrative procedures. As noted in
the Introduction to this report, the National
Governor's Association (Bernier et al., 2002) recom-
mends a “hold harmless period” of two years during
which programs can become well-established before
evaluations of program effects on longer-term out-
comes, such as children’s school readiness, should
be undertaken (see also United Way of America,
1996).

In the following sections, early outcomes are
examined for each program type separately with
respect to two basic issues. The first of these is
whether First Steps programs were planned accord-
ing to current understanding of best practices for
improving children’s physical, social, and cognitive
functioning. The second involves the progress that
First Steps programs have made in successfully
implementing their planned activities. Markers of
successful implementation vary across different pro-
gram types, but generally include hiring and training
staff, recruiting participants with characteristics that
place them within the target population for the pro-
gram (e.g., children at risk of not being ready for
school, non-English speaking families, registered
childcare providers), and successfully implementing
planned activities (e.g., using a planned curriculum
or program model with fidelity, opening a resource
center, conducting workshops, providing mentoring
services). Thus, each strategy section begins by
reviewing what is known about best practices for the
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strategy. This is followed by a description of how the
strategy was actually implemented across the state,
followed by a comparison of actual implementation
practices with best practices. in this way, we exam-
ine whether First Steps is “doing the right things in
the right ways for the right people.” Finally, recom-
mendations for the future development of First
Steps are made for each strategy.

A Word about Data and Information
Sources

Information for this chapter, as for other chapters in
the report, comes from multiple sources. Much of
the information on specific features of the programs
as actually implemented comes from Program
Effectiveness Reports (PERs) that were completed
for almost all First Steps programs (350 of 351 pro-
grams across the state). Other key sources of infor-
mation included reports completed by the group of
Effective Practice Experts, cited in each of the sec-
tions of this chapter; site visits to 23 programs in 17
counties throughout the state, information on pro-
gram spending, and Family Satisfaction Surveys
available for some program types.

We rely on the PERs for much of the description
of features of specific programs, and so a brief
overview of the PER data collection is warranted.
information collected in the PERS for all types of pro-
grams were dates of operation, key program activi-
ties, staff qualifications and training, numbers and
characteristics of clients served, and program goals
and objectives. PERs were completed by staff at the
University of South Carolina Institute for Families in
Society (IFS) in consultation with program vendors or
First Steps program staff responsibie for implement-
ing specific programs. The template or form com-
pleted for each program was initially developed by
staff at Child Trends in consuitation with B. Holmes,
but was adapted to fit the specific features of differ-
ent program types with input from the Effective
Practices Experts, B. Holmes, and IFS staff. The col-
lection of data on implementation of each program
extends an earlier round of work within First Steps

Program Implementation: Overview Of Program Strategies

that involved providing input and support in the pro-
gram planning phase of the work. The planning
phase of the work with program staff was also car-
ried out by IFS staff, under the supervision of A.
Wandersman and A. Andrews (Wandersman et al.,
2001).

it should be noted that while it is a strength of
the evaluation process that PERs were completed
for nearly every program, permitting a description of
the nature and range of First Steps programs, chal-
lenges were encountered in the process of complet-
ing the PERs that resulted in data quality being vari-
able. The issues faced in the PER data collection are
summarized in detail by Andrews and Sheldon
(2002), and include: information about the nature of
data to be collected not reaching program vendors
and First Steps county staff in advance so that data
requests could be anticipated and prepared for;
inexperience of vendors in collecting and reporting
such data on an ongoing basis; burdensome detail
in the template completed for each program; and
variability in the manner in which different IFS staff
and program informants (i.e., vendors and First
Steps program staff) completed the forms. The PER
data collection process was critical to this initial
evaluation of First Steps, but needs to be refined
and improved for the future as part of the overall
strengthening of data collection (see recommenda-
tions in final chapter). Steps are already underway
to strengthen this aspect of data collection. For
example, contracts with vendors recently signed
now specify data reporting requirements of First
Steps grants so that it is understood in advance that
there will be requests for such information. Input
has already been given into how to streamline the
PER template to diminish respondent burden.

Given these issues in data collection, after a
careful review of the PERs, the types of information
to be included in this report were determined based
on the extent to which we had confidence that data
provided in the PERs for each program area were
reasonably accurate and reliable. However, all infor-
mation provided in the following sections based on
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PERs should be considered to be best estimates
based on the available information. As for other
chapters of this report, the reliance on multiple data
sources in this chapter (including also Effective
Practices Reports, site visits, fiscal data, and Family
Satisfaction Surveys) strengthens the basis for key
conclusions and recommendations.
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Program Implementation: Early Education

Introduction

Among the stated goals of the First Steps to School
Readiness Act of 1999 is to “promote high quality
preschool programs that provide a healthy environ-
ment that will promote normal growth and develop-
ment” (Section 59-152-30). The legislation goes on
to include “school readiness” and “quality cognitive
learning programs” among the required activities to
be focused upon by First Steps County Partnership
Boards (Section 59-152-100).

Increased access to high quality early education
programs has been among the key First Steps
strategies for promoting children's school readiness,
with 37 percent of First Steps dollars directed
toward early education in fiscal year 2001-02 (see
Fiscal Information section of this report). Of the 46
counties in the state, 40 used First Steps funds to
support new and expanded early education,
although the specific implementations varied con-
siderably. Most often, these strategies involved
expanding four year-old kindergarten (4K) and other
preschool education programs from half-day to full-
day classes and adding new full- and half-day class-
es. Most of these programs were operated through
public schools, while others involved expanded Head
Start programs. A few counties opened classrooms
for children younger than age four. Summer readi-
ness programs were also implemented in 29 coun-
ties. These were typically designed for children tran-
sitioning from five-year-old kindergarten (5K) to first
grade, but some also included four-year-olds (usually
those enrolled in a 4K program) transitioning to 5K.

Overview of Key Findings and
Conclusions

The following points summarize the key findings
and conclusions concerning First Steps 4K and sum-
mer readiness programs:

® An important accomplishment of First
Steps in this early implementation period
was the expanded capacity for 4K educa-
tion, and for summer readiness programs
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(predominantly for children entering first
grade) across the state. Approximately
3,380 children participated in new or
expanded 4K or other school-year pre-
school programs, and approximately
4,248 children attended summer readi-
ness programs that received support from
First Steps.

® Programs receiving First Steps support
were designed to follow “best practices”
for early education, and most {especially
the 4K programs) followed one of the
developmentally appropriate curricula rec-
ognized by the State Department of
Education, including High/Scope, Creative
Curriculum, and Montessori. In addition,
group sizes were generally within the
range recommended for educational pro-
grams for young children. Summer readi-
ness programs had more variation in
group size than did 4K programs.

W Parent satisfaction with the 4K early edu-
cation programs was very high across the
state.

As First Steps turns to next steps, however, there
are some challenges ahead.
® Training and professional development
opportunities for teachers and classroom
assistants should be carefully reviewed as
the 4K and summer readiness programs
move toward greater maturity and there is
more time for planning. Expanded train-
ing and professional development oppor-
tunities would improve teachers' abilities
to implement developmentally appropriate
curricula with the fullest fidelity. Providing
more training opportunities in regions
across the state would make training
more accessible and would reduce costs
to local programs. Classroom assistants
should be included in training opportuni-
ties as well.
® Additional discussion should take place
regarding how best to assess the contribu-
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tions of both 4K and summer readiness
programs to children's early adjustment
and academic progress in school. Such
discussion should focus on the use of
measures that are age-appropriate and
that tap the range of skills and abilities
that early education programs may be rea-
sonably expected to affect. Measures
should also be sufficiently sensitive to
change that program effects can be
detected.

B It would be fruitful to undertake planned
variation evaluations in both 4K and sum-
mer readiness programs. This may be
particularly important for summer readi-
ness programs. The substantial program
variations that currently exist across the
state provide an excellent opportunity to
conduct systematic studies on variation in
program effectiveness due to factors such
as length, content/curriculum, and timing
of programs.

The remainder of this section of the program chap-
ter turns first to a discussion of 4K programs, as
well as other similar programs that operate through
the school year, summer readiness programs are
discussed subsequently.

4K and Other Preschool
Programs

Research on Effective Practices in
4K Education

Most of the information presented in this section is
drawn from the First Steps Effective Practices
Report, Early Education Programs Supported by
First Steps County Partnerships (Brown & Freeman,
2002). Research on effective practices in early edu-
cation indicates that variations in a number of pro-
gram characteristics are associated with different
outcomes for children. Included among these char-
acteristics are group or class size, adult to child

b
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ratio, hours of contact, teacher education, and par-
ent involvement. In addition, the extent to which
teachers implement a planned and developmentally
appropriate curriculum may affect the extent to
which children benefit from program participation.

Group Size and Adult to Child Ratio

Research reviewed by Brown and Freeman (2002)
indicates that small class sizes and low adult to
child ratios in the early grades have been found to
be associated with increases in student achieve-
ment. As reported by Brown and Freeman, the
National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) currently recommends that four-
year-old classrooms have no more than 20 children
with two adults, although they further recommend
adult to child ratios of 1:8 for children between the
ages of three and five. Small group size and low
adult to child ratios allow teachers to spend more
time in one-on-one interaction, to better address the
educational needs of the children in the class and to
provide opportunities for children to explore the
classroom environment, both physical and social.

Hours of Contact

There is growing evidence that full-day kindergarten
programs benefit children as reflected in academic
performance as well as social and behavioral adjust-
ment in school, and such benefits appear to be sus-
tained at least into the primary grades.

Teacher Education and Tralning

Teachers whose educational background and train-
ing are in early childhood education and develop-
ment are more likely to use developmentally appro-
priate practices in the classroom, including fully
implementing curricula that have been created
specifically for use with young children. Some
research has found that teachers qualified in early
childhood education are more responsive to the
social and educational needs of young children.

Parent Involvement

Studies with children of all ages have found that
parental involvement in children’s education is asso-
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ciated with better academic performance. Greater
outreach to parents through teacher home visits,
open houses, opportunities for volunteering, phone
calls, and other forms of communication on a regu-
lar basis have been shown to increase parents’
involvement.

Implementation of a Developmentally
Appropriate Curriculum

Developmentally appropriate classrooms utilize well-
planned curricula that are designed specifically for
young children, that emphasize self-directed learn-
ing, and that provide integrated learning experiences
that span all domains of development—cognitive,
socioemotional, and physical. Currently, the South
Carolina State Department of Education recognizes
four such curricula: High/Scope, Creative
Curriculum, Montessori, and the Project Method.

First Steps 4K Program Planning
and Implementation

This section describes 4K and other {(nonsummer)
early education programs as they were planned and
implemented with the support of First Steps in fiscal
year 2001-02. All of these programs were designed
to address early education and early education sup-
port components of the First Steps conceptual
model, but the manner in which they did so varied
considerably across counties, and in some cases
even within counties.

Information on these programs was obtained
from Program Effectiveness Reports (PERs) that
were available for 62 programs operating in 40
counties. Of these, five (8 percent) were identified
as entirely new programs, and 56 (90 percent) were
extensions of existing 4K programs.1 Both new pro-
grams and extensions of existing programs required
new classrooms to be equipped and new teaching
staff to be hired and trained, and thus should be
considered to be in the early implementation phase.
Classes in 47 programs (76 percent) began at the
start of the 2001-2002 school year. Classes began
during the fall (September or October) in ten other
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programs {16 percent), and began midyear (January)
in three other programs (5 percent). One additional
program began operating one class at the beginning
of the year and opened two additional classes in
January.2

Increased Access to Early Childhood
Education

All of the First Steps programs had the goal of
addressing identified local needs for increased
access to quality early childhood education. Of the
46 counties in the state, 40 used First Steps funds
to support new and expanded early education,
although as noted earlier, the strategies used to
accomplish this varied considerably. With two
exceptions, strategies involved the creation of new
early education classes, or the extension of existing
classes from half- to full-day. In total, 169 classes
were operated with First Steps support.3

B Auspices. Most programs were operated
by public school districts, but some were
run through Head Start programs, and
one class was operated by a county
Literacy Council. Of the 169 classes that

1|nformation on whether the program was new or an
extension of an existing program was unclear in one pro-
gram's PER.

2|nformation on the class start date for fiscal year 2001-
02 was not provided in the PER for one program.

3Determining the number of classrooms receiving First
Steps support was not entirely straightforward, and num-
bers of classes added may vary slightly across published
reports. This was primarily due to differences in the ways
in which First Steps County Partnership Boards and ven-
dors (predominantly school districts) accounted for the
distribution of First Steps funds. For example, if a school
district received funds that led to the expansion of two
half-day classes to full-day, these classes were sometimes
both identified as First Steps classes (each receiving
approximately 50 percent of their support from First
Steps), while in other cases one class was designated the
First Steps class, while the other was not. For this report,
when such ambiguities were evident, we reported the larg-
er number, both for consistency across counties and
based on the fact that few or no additional classes would
have been added or extended without the support of First
Steps funding.
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classes established for three- and four-
year-olds (that is, for children to partici-
pate in over a two-year period).4 One of
these was an ESL class that was
designed to provide enriched English
language experience, with the express
goal of transitioning children who made
sufficient progress in English during
their three-year-old year into regular 4K
classes for their second year. Another
was a program designed specifically for
developmentally-delayed children. Two
others were Head Start programs and
the remaining 3-4K class was run
through a county Literacy Council.

One school district established a
Montessori class designed for children
to attend for three years (from age three
to age five) with assistance from First
Steps in purchasing necessary supplies
(“manipulatives”). The amount of
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were opened, 162 (96 percent) were oper- money provided by First Steps for this
ated by public school districts, while six (4 program was relatively small (First Steps
percent) were Head Start programs. did not contribute to staff salaries or

® Half-day and full-day classes. By far the other major expenses), but the PER indi-
most common strategy for expanding cated that the class would not have
early education programs involved open- been possible without the First Steps
ing new full-day classes or extending exist- funds.
ing half-day classes to full-day. These o One county expanded Early Head Start
classes operated between six and seven services for children from birth to age
hours per day. One hundred and forty- three and their families which included
seven (87 percent) of the early education an early education class utilizing a
classes supported by First Steps were full- planned educational curriculum
day, approximately 65 (44 percent) of (High/Scope).
which were newly-created classes and 82 @ Other programs. There were two pro-
(56 percent) of which were half-day class- grams that did not involve establishing
es extended to full-day. The remaining 13 new or extended-day classes.
percent were new half-day programs pro- O One of these was a scholarship program
viding children with approximately three in a county that had an existing 3-4K
hours of programming each day. program that charged a weekly tuition

B 4K ad milti-year classes. The vast (which was waived for children with
mejarity of classes gperated durirg the DIAL-3 developmental screening test
school year were ane-year classes far scores below a designated threshold).
for-year-clds (4K) . Thirty scholarships were provided to
o In addition, there were at least five children who did not qualify for tuition

waivers based on their DIAL-3 scores
and whose families could not otherwise
have afforded to enroll them in the pro-
gram.

o The second was a program supporting
home visits by teachers to children and
their families about to enter 5K, with
the goals of easing the transition to
school and increasing parents’ comfort
and level of involvement with the
school.

Targeting and Recrultment of Children for
Enroliment

All early education programs planned to serve chil-
dren with one or more risk factors related to not

4This information was obtained primarily from PERs. The
number of programs including children younger than age
four is a best estimate, but in some PERs information on

ages of children served was not explicitly indicated.
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being ready for school. The single exception to this
was the 5K transition home visit program, which pro-
vided home visits for all families with children transi-
tioning into kindergarten. The specific risk factors
considered, and the ranking of their importance,
varied across programs.

For school-based programs, the highest priority
for enroliment was usually given to children who
received low scores on developmental screening
instruments, or who otherwise exhibited delays in
one or more school readiness dimensions. Of 52
school-based programs that reported targeting at-
risk children, 45 indicated basing enroliment deci-
sions on developmental test scores or other indica-
tors of developmental delays, language delays, or
disabilities. The most commonly used assessments
for determining eligibility or enroliment priority were
the DIAL-R and the DIAL-3. Forty-one programs
specifically indicated using either DIAL-R or the DIAL-
3 scores as a partial basis for enroliment decisions.
Family risk factors were also frequently considered
in determining enroliment priority, particularly when
there were more eligible students than there were
spaces available in the program. Typical family risk
factors that were considered included low parental
education levels, living in a non-English speaking
household, living in a single parent household, hav-
ing parents or guardians who were very young or old
(possibly indicating grandparent custody), low family
income, family stress, living in a foster home, and
referral from another agency. Thirty-three school-
based programs specifically indicated using family
risk factors in enroliment decisions.

Head Start programs did not use developmental
screeners in determining eligibility or enroliment pri-
ority. These programs instead recruited and
enrolled children based on standard Head Start eli-
gibility criteria that focus on family risk factors of the
types previously indicated.

Programs differed in the manner in which they
applied targeting criteria. PERs for some programs
indicated that priority for enroliment was given to
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children with specific risk factors, but that lower risk
children were enrolled if space allowed. In other
programs it appeared that only children who met eli-
gibility requirements were enrolled. In all programs,
most or all children who were enrolled were reported
to have had one or more of the identified risk factors
for low school readiness.

Recruitment efforts varied greatly by county and
program. In cases where First Steps funds support-
ed the extension of half-day programs to full-day,
children were most commonly already enrolled in
the half-day classes that were extended. Where
there were active recruitment efforts, a range of
strategies were undertaken:

B Most school-based programs reported
recruitment efforts through ongoing
school activities, such as advertising in
schoo! newsletters and on billboards, as
well as sending information home with
older siblings already enrolled in school.

B Other common recruitment techniques
included advertising in local newspapers,
on local radio and television stations, dis-
tributing fliers to childcare providers, serv-
ice agencies and local businesses, and
“word of mouth.”

B Head Start programs tended to report
using substantially more active recruit-
ment efforts, including canvassing neigh-
borhoods and going to homes of potential-
ly eligible children in order to speak with
parents and encourage them to apply.

There were problems with recruitment in some
counties, with some programs being unable to fill all
available classroom openings, and other programs
reporting that they did not feel that they were reach-
ing the most at-risk students. Perhaps the most
common problem discussed in the PERs related to
recruitment difficulties stemmed from the timing of
funding decisions. Most school programs hold
enrollment during the spring prior to admission. In
most of the counties, however, funding for First
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Steps 4K programs in fiscal year 2001-02 was not
established until well into the summer, shortly
before the beginning of the school year. A number
of providers indicated that this hindered their ability
to recruit students, in part because parents had
already made decisions about placements for their
children earlier in the year, and did not want to
change them at the last minute.

Perspectives on this issue were not unanimous,
however. For example, one First Steps Executive
Director interviewed during a site visit suggested
that having the flexibility to enroll children over the
summer was preferable to fixing enroliment earlier,
because of the high mobility of very high risk fami-
lies, and the consequent need to do outreach
among families moving into the area shortly before
the beginning of the school year.

Curriculum

Almost all programs chose to use standard curricula
that are based on best practices for early education,
although several also indicated that planned modifi-
cations to these curricula were incorporated.

Among the four curricula recognized by the State
Department of Education as providing developmen-
tally appropriate education for preschool children,
High/Scope was used by the majority of programs.
In total, 124 classes (73 percent of all classes) in 33
counties used High/Scope, with or without planned
modifications. Creative Curriculum was used in 18
classes (11 percent) across seven counties,
Montessori was used in only one classroom (< 1 per-
cent) and the Project Method was not used in any
First Steps supported programs. An additional 17
classes (10 percent) in five counties reported using
a combination of elements from different curricula,
primarily High/Scope and Creative Curriculum, while
nine classes (5 percent) in three counties were uti-
lizing nonstandard curriculum practices or a curricu-
lum that has not been recognized as developmental-
ly appropriate by the State Department of
Education.

1i1

In many counties, teachers did not participate in
a full training course for the curriculum models they
were using prior to the start of the school year,
which may have affected their ability to implement
the model with fidelity. A major reason for this was
the short amount of time between funding and
implementation in what was the first year of opera-
tion for most First Steps programs. In some cases,
training was received during the school year,
although the quality and quantity of this training var-
ied considerably, ranging from a teacher being given
the materials to study on her or his own, to partici-
pation in full training sessions run by the State
Department of Education. The exact numbers of
teachers and classroom assistants who received full
or abbreviated training in a curriculum model cannot
be adequately estimated from the PERs.5 However,
the need for, or desirability of, increased training
opportunities was specifically mentioned in 19 of 58
PERs (33 percent) in which information on lessons
learned, conclusions, and recommendations for the
future was provided.

Other Program Elements

In addition to classroom time, most programs includ-
ed one or more additional elements, including
speech, hearing, vision, and other health screen-
ings; free and reduced price breakfasts, lunches,
and nutritious snacks during the day; and opportuni-
ties for parent involvement and interaction with
teachers, including teacher home visiting and work-
shops for parents and children.

5Questions regarding the amount and timing of training in
curricula were among the most inconsistently answered
questions in the PERs. Part of the reason for this was
some ambiguity in the wording of the items which led
some individuals completing PERs to respond to them
with information about teachers’ levels of education and
teaching credentials. In other cases information on timing
and type of training opportunities was not specific enough
to be useful.
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Evaluations of Children’s Progress

PERs for 47 programs indicated that some form of
assessment of children’s progress was conducted.
Of those, 27 reported assessing children with the
DIAL-R or DIAL-3 prior to enrollment or eariy in the
school year, and again at the end of the schooi year.
In 17 programs this was the oniy identified assess-
ment tool indicated. Two other programs used the
Brigance screening instrument (both in combination
with at least one other assessment tool). One pro-
gram discontinued use of the DIAL-3 as an end of
the year assessment, however, after receiving a
memo from the State Department of Education indi-
cating that its use as a “posttest” was not appropri-
ate.®

A pretest-posttest assessment of this kind leaves
open the possibility that scores would increase as
children develop over the course of the school year,
apart from any additional exposure to 4K. The lack
of a comparison group hinders conclusions regard-
ing the contribution of the 4K programs. One pro-
gram did report comparing changes in DIAL-3 scores
of children enrolled in the full-day First Steps 4K
class with changes in children enrolled in a district
half-day 4K class. Slightly higher gains were report-
ed for children in the full-day class than for those in
the half-day class, however this was not an experi-
mental study and no statistical analyses were con-
ducted to gauge the meaningfulness of these differ-
ences. Perhaps most importantly, screening
measures were not developed with the aim of track-
ing development over time, or comparing develop-
ment in children who were or were not exposed to a
program (see Shepard, Kagan, & Wurtz, eds., 1998).
Rather, they were developed as a preliminary
assessment of whether children might have develop-
mental issues that should be examined in greater
depth with diagnostic evaluations. These measures
do not have the precision needed to chart individual
children’s development over time, or for the purpos-
es of carrying out a comparative study. In addition,
the screening measures generally do not focus on
the multiple dimensions of children’s development
that contribute to their school readiness (for exam-
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ple, their social and emotional development), but
rather, focus heavily on cognitive and motor develop-
ment.

A few programs did report using ongoing evalua-
tion tools that may be more appropriate as meas-
ures of children's progress over the course of the
school year than are the developmental screeners.
The Child Observation Record (COR), a checkilist
designed to be used with the High/Scope curricu-
lum, was identified as being used in six programs.
Other programs reported using a variety of struc-
tured checklists and observation records, student
portfolios, or teacher judgments and anecdotal
reports as indicators of children’s progress over the
course of the year, although much of this informa-
tion presented in the PERs was nonspecific.

It is positive that programs are attempting to
track children’s progress over time. As the First
Steps 4K programs mature, it would be a further
positive step to bring together Executive Directors,
and those running the First Steps 4K programs, with
an expert in early childhood assessment to review
options for assessing the contributions of the 4K
programs, and to arrive at a set of joint decisions
regarding assessment practices. The goal here
should not be to create an atmosphere of excessive
testing, of teaching to the test, or of using test
scores to retain children in a grade. Rather, there is
a need to review assessment practices specifically
for program evaluation. As noted by the National
Education Goals Panel (NEGP; Shepard, Kagan, &
Wurtz, eds., 1998), assessments with this specific
goal have particular features, including administra-
tion under controlled conditions and the use of
matrix sampling (i.e., administering only portions of
the assessment battery to any given child, rather

6This was the only program that reported receiving a
memo regarding the use of screeners as a measure of
child outcomes.
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than administering the entire battery to all children).
These features should be considered in arriving at a
uniform decision by First Steps as to how to assess
the contributions of the First Steps 4K programs.

How Does Actual 4K Programming
Match Up With Effective Practices
Information?

Most early education programming supported by
First Steps has been conducted in accordance with
information on effective practices in early education.

Group Size and Adult to Child Ratio

All classrooms for which information was available
were run by a lead teacher and a classroom assis-
tant. Class sizes for 4K and other similar programs
were capped at 20, with two exceptions: A class for
developmentally delayed three- and four-year-old
children had an intended enrollment of ten (and an
actual enrollment of 11), and a 4K class with an
intended enroliment of 20 enrolled two additional
high needs children, for a total enroliment of 22
(and an adult to child ration of 1:11). Thus, group
sizes and adult to child ratios conformed to National
Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) recommendations, although in some cases
the actual adult to child ratios were perhaps some-
what higher than would be ideal, again according to
NAEYC.

Hours of Contact

As reported earlier, the vast majority (87 percent) of
First Steps classes were either new full-day classes
or were extended from half-day to full-day with First
Steps support, conforming to current understanding
of the best practices for early education. There were
still some half-day programs implemented, however,
and one half-day program was extended from three
to five days a week, but no additional hours per day.
Several PERs provided anecdotal evidence that full-
day programs were more attractive to parents, mak-
ing it more likely that they would enroll their chil-
dren, and that children's attendance rates were
higher in full-day than in half-day classes. For some

-
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working parents, given work schedules and commut-
ing distances, the only possibility of enrolling a child
in a 4K program was noted to be a full day program.

Teacher Education and Training

The education and training of teachers in First Steps
funded 4K programs differed between public
schools and Head Start, in keeping with the require-
ments for education and training in these two con-
texts. Public school teachers are required to have at
least a Bachelor's degree and a teaching credential,
preferably in Early Childhood Education (ECE). Head
Start lead teachers are required to have an
Associate's degree in €arly childhood or an
Associate's degree in another area supplemented
with a Child Development Accreditation.
Interestingly, required training is higher for Head
Start assistants than for public school assistants.
Head Start assistants have typically earned a Child
Development Associate certificate through post-high
school training, while public schools have not
required training or experience beyond a high school
diploma for classroom assistants, although such
requirements are currently being phased in by the
State Department of Education.

The education and training of both lead teachers
and assistants was generally appropriate for the set-
ting of the 4K programs. In public school settings,
among lead teachers for whom information is avail-
able, 60 percent (72) had earned a Bachelor's
degree and a credential in ECE. An additional 32
percent (38) had a Master's degree and an ECE cre-
dential, while 8 percent (10) held an Elementary
Education, rather than ECE, credential).7 In Head
Start settings and in the program run through a
county Literacy Council, all eight lead teachers for
whom information was available had Associate's

7Brown & Freeman (2002) further suggest a distinction
between teachers whose education was in early childhood
education, versus teachers who obtained a secondary
ECE credential. However, the information provided in the
PERs was not sufficiently clear to allow this distinction to
be made with any degree of certainty for this report.
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level training in early childhood. Among the assis-
tant teachers in public school settings, 73 percent
(74) were reported to have a high school diploma
(which was also the case for the assistant in the
Literacy Council-run class), while the remaining 27
percent (27) had some education beyond high
school. All assistant teachers in Head Start settings
held Associate's degrees in early childhood.

This information suggests that there was a rela-
tively high leve! of appropriate education and train-
ing for teaching staff, but also suggests that there
may be room for improvement, particularly in the
area of increased educational and training require-
ments for assistants. The phasing in of new require-
ments for assistant training in public schools is a
positive step in this direction. These data also indi-
cate, not surprisingly, that implementation of First
Steps 4K programs differs in public school, Head
Start, and other contexts with respect to teacher
education and training, and raise the possibility of
differing implications for children in different set-
tings. However, any attempt to examine potential
differences in impacts on children will need to take
into account also the differences in services for fam-
ilies offered in different types of programs. In partic-
ular, these services are broader in Head Start than
in public school settings, and the recent attempts to
provide training in specific areas in Head Start
(especially in the area of early literacy development),
will need to be considered. In sum, while differences
in educational requirements are important to note,
they need to be seen in the context of the full range
of services available to families and children
through these programs.

Parent Involvement

Most programs indicated that they included a parent
involvement component, such as activities to pro-
mote parental comfort in the school setting and to
increase parents’ involvement in children’s educa-
tion. The most common of these were weekly or
monthly newsletters and other materials sent home
with children, parent-teacher conferences both on
days that were set aside for conferences and as
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needed throughout the year, opportunities for par-
ents to volunteer, and one or two home visits per
year. Some programs also developed parent-child
workshops during which parents worked on projects
with their children and were then given supplies to
work on the same types of projects with their chil-
dren at home. The parental involvement compo-
nents described for 4K programs offered through
Head Start were typically described as much more
active than those in public school programs.

Implementation of a Developmentally
Appropriate Currlculum

As noted earlier, almost all of the First Steps sup-
ported programs utilized standard curricula
designed specifically for young children. However,
many of the programs did not fully implement these
curricula. In some cases deviations were planned,
based on a local assessment of the particular needs
of the children in the community being served (for
example, additional math or literacy elements were
sometimes added within the context of the basic
curriculum structure). As mentioned earlier, howev-
er, the need for teachers and classroom assistants
to receive more training in the curriculum that they
were being asked to implement was commonly indi-
cated in the PERs. In some programs, teachers
were not able to receive complete training in the cur-
riculum prior to implementation, and the type and
amount of training received by teachers in different
programs differed considerably. The effective prac-
tices literature does not provide a great dea! of guid-
ance on the issue of whether variations in curricu-
lum implementation lead to variations in
effectiveness, in terms of promoting school readi-
ness in young children. The extent to which varia-
tions in curriculum implementation in First Steps
supported programs affect outcomes for children
should be examined.

Existing Evaluations of Specific
South Carolina 4K Programs

Although it is far too soon to evaluate the impact of
First Steps on children’s school readiness and sub-



Program Implementation: Early Education

sequent academic and socioemotional functioning
in school, there are a few studies of 4K programs
that predate First Steps. Notably, the South Carolina
State Department of Education (SDE) has released
two reports examining the effects of 4K programs
that began prior to First Steps (Evaluation Section,
Office of Research, South Carolina Department of
Education, & Tenenbaum, 2002; Yao, Snyder,
Burnett, Lindsay, & Tenenbaum, 2000).

The first report, A Longitudinal Research Report
on the Early Childhood Development Program: The
Half-Day Child Development Program for Four-Year-
Olds, 1997-98, followed 10,114 children who had
participated in the program in 1997-98 and exam-
ined their readiness for first grade, as assessed by
the Cognitive Skills Assessment Battery (CSAB). In
some analyses, they compared a sample of 5,323 of
these program participants with a sample of 4,378
nonparticipants on their CSAB performance. An
attempt was made to control for differences in risk
levels in the two groups by selecting only children
who were eligible for free school meals. However,
participants were still described as having more risk
characteristics on average than nonparticipants.
Among the reported findings was that participants
and nonparticipants had similar CSAB scores at
entry into first grade (76.5 percent and 74.9 percent
ready, respectively). Although there was not a statis-
tically significant difference in school readiness
between participants and nonparticipants generally,
there was a statistically significant difference in the
percentage of females testing ready (80.4 percent
of participants vs. 77.8 percent of nonparticipants),
and a much larger and significant difference among
Hispanic students, with 78.3 percent of 83 partici-
pants testing ready while only 53.8 percent of 106
nonparticipants tested ready for first grade.

The second report, What is the Penny Buying for
South Carolina? Child Development Programs for
Four-Year-Olds: Student and Program
Characteristics, Longitudinal Study of Academic
Achievement, and Current Parent Perceptions, was

released in December 2002. In one section of this
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new report, 9,977 children who participated in full-
and half-day child development programs in 1995-
96 were followed longitudinally through the third
grade. Data from 7,889 children who had not par-
ticipated in four-year-old child development pro-
grams were also examined. Because children were
selected to participate in child development pro-
grams based on risk factors, including low scores on
the DIALR, an effort was made to reduce participant
and nonparticipant group differences in risk status
by including only children who were eligible for free
or reduced-price lunches in the nonparticipant
groups. Outcome data included CSAB scores at
entry into first grade, and achievement test scores
in second grade (MAT7) and third grade (PACT).
Results of this study indicated that participants
scored higher on average than nonparticipants on
CSAB, MAT7, and PACT tests, suggesting positive
effects of early educational programs persisted into
third grade for high risk children. Differences were
small but significant for the CSAB (first grade) and
for the PACT math and English and language arts
scores (third grade), but differences on the MAT7
(second grade) were significant only for math scores
(not for reading), and only for males. No differences
were found between children enrolled in half- and
full-day programs on the CSAB or the PACT, the num-
ber of students available for a comparison on the
MAT7 was too small to be meaningful.

The results from these two studies together indi-
cate small but significant positive effects of ongoing
four-year-old child development programs in South
Carolina. The reasons for the apparently stronger
effects described in the later report, and for the lack
of differences between children who participated in
half- versus full-day programs, are not clear. Further
study, including consideration of how best to control
for differences in risk level between participant and
nonparticipant children, will be important for explor-
ing the potential contributions of 4K programs to
children's early adjustment to and progress in
school. Consideration of how best to control for risk
level in analyses will be especially important given
the tendency (at least noted in First Steps 4K pro-
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grams) to give priority to higher risk children and
families, a pattern that might result in underestimat-
ing the implications of 4K programs for children’s
progress. Whether and how participation in 4K pro-
grams supports children’s behavioral adjustment to
school also warrants future attention. As First Steps
4K programs mature, and the children who have
participated in these programs proceed into elemen-
tary school, it will be important to follow their aca-
demic and behavioral trajectories as well, to confirm
that patterns found for 4K programs statewide also
hold for First Steps 4K programs.

Evaluations of Parent Satisfaction
with First Steps 4K Programs

Parents of children enrolled in First Steps 4K and
other preschool programs were asked to complete
Family Satisfaction Surveys (sometimes referred to
as Parent Surveys) that were created by William
Preston & Associates in cooperation with the Office
of First Steps. Somewhat different versions of this
survey were given to parents of children in 4K pro-
grams and in childcare settings. A portion of this
survey was a set of 12 questions asking parents
about educational experiences in the classroom
(e.g., “my child is involved in classroom learning
activities,” “my child is learning things that will help
later in school”), social experiences (e.g., “the
teacher is warm and affectionate with my child,” “|
feel comfortable talking to the teacher about my
child"), and aspects of the classroom environment
related to health and safety (e.g., “snacks and meals
are healthy,” “l worry about safety”) Response
options were “Never” (scored 1), “Sometimes” (2),
“Often” (3), and “Always” (4).

Responses to these items were very positive.
Nine of the 12 items reflected positive perceptions
of the classroom. Eight of these items had mean
scores ranging from 3.7 to 3.9. On these items, the
percentages of parents responding “Always” ranged
from 67 percent in response to the item “the chil-
dren are learning how to get along with each other”
to 84 percent for the item “I am treated with
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respect.” The one exception to this pattern was the
item, “snacks and meals are healthy.” Although the
majority of parents expressed satisfaction with this
program component as well, only 60 percent of par-
ents responded “Always,” and the mean response
on the item was 3.5.

The remaining three items asked about con-
cerns: “The teacher needs more help,” “l worry
about safety,” and “I worry about other children’s
behavior.” These items had mean scores ranging
from 2.2 to 2.4 (between “Sometimes” and “Often”).
The modal response on each of these items was
“Sometimes,” with percentages for these responses
ranging from 36 percent to 46 percent.

There were some concerns about these surveys
that should be mentioned. First, surveys were not
administered in all programs; in some cases it was
reported that they were not received until after the
end of the school year. Second, response rates
were variable—ranging from nearly 100 percent for
some programs to less than 50 percent in other pro-
grams. Finally, it is not clear that Spanish-language
versions of the surveys were available for all parents
who needed them, and there is no discussion of
attempts to assist parents with limited reading skills
to complete the surveys in any of the PERs. These
factors suggest caution when interpreting the survey
results. Nonetheless, the very positive response of
parents is encouraging.

Summer Readiness
Programs

Research on Effective Practices

In their Effective Practices Report, Brown and
Freeman (2002) reported that there is little research
on summer programs for young children. Instead,
most focus on children across a broad range of ages
and grades. Further, studies that have been con-
ducted have not consistently indicated positive
effects of these programs.
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Information presented earlier in relation to effec-
tive practices for 4K programs applies to summer
readiness programs as well. Group or class size,
adult to child ratio, hours of contact, teacher educa-
tion, parent involvement, and the implementation of
a planned and developmentally appropriate curricu-
jum will affect the extent to which children may ben-
efit from participation in a summer readiness pro-
gram. Indeed, when programs are designed to be
remedial, as were most of the programs that operat-
ed in South Carolina in 2002, these factors may
take on even greater importance. According to
Brown and Freeman (2002), for example, group size
and adult to child ratios should be lower than in reg-
ular-year classrooms to allow more time for individu-
alized instruction.

Variations in other aspects of summer programs
also may be associated with differential effective-
ness in promoting school readiness in children tran-
sitioning from kindergarten (5K) to first grade, or in
children about to enter 5K, and in minimizing “sum-
mer slide"—the loss of learned skills and information
that tends to occur over the summer recess, particu-
larly among the most at-risk children. These may
include duration and timing of programs, planning
and organization, and continuity of curriculum with
the school-year curriculum.

Duration and Timing of Program

A review of the existing literature on summer pro-
grams indicates that programs of longer duration
are more effective than shorter programs (Brown &
Freeman, 2002). Based on their analysis of this lit-
erature, Brown and Freeman suggest that, for pre-
venting “summer slide,” programs that operate for
fewer hours per day over a longer period of time dur-
ing the summer months may be more effective than
intensive programs that operate for more hours
each day, but over a shorter period of time.

Remediation versus Enrichment

The goal of remediating identified skill deficits is an
important one, and given limited resources, some
would argue that children with the greatest need
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should be given priority for services. However, when
summer readiness programs target specific children
because they are expected to do poorly in school
based on past performance or risk status, parents
may choose not to enroll their children, for fear that
the children will be negatively perceived and
labeled. An alternative approach is to locate pro-
grams in schools where large percentages of enter-
ing kindergartners and first graders are at risk for
not being ready for school, and to focus on enrich-
ment activities, rather than skill and knowledge
deficits. Although there are no studies that directly
compare remedial and enrichment programs, a
recent report on the Extended Learning
Opportunities Summer Program (ELO) in
Montgomery County Public Schools (Maryland), indi-
cates that enrichment programs can be effective in
enhancing academic outcomes for young children
(Sunmonu, Larson, Van Horn, Cooper-Martin, &
Nielsen, 2002). ELO was a four week, half-day sum-
mer program designed to give children entering
grades 5K through three an accelerated learning
experience focusing on concepts and skills sched-
uled to be taught in the grade they were entering in
the fall, as well as to strengthen basic skills, reduce
“summer slide,” and provide continuing English lan-
guage education for ESOL (English for speakers of
other languages) students. The program was oper-
ated in 18 Title 1 schools with the highest percent-
ages of students eligible for free and reduced price
meals and students receiving ESOL services.
Schools were targeted for the program, but all chil-
dren entering kindergarten through third grade in
these schools were eligible to attend. Pretest-
posttest assessments of reading and math skills for
children entering first, second, and third grades
were conducted, and the performance of ELO-
enrolled children was compared with that of eligible
children who did not enroll in ELO. Focusing on
results for children entering first grade, children who
attended ELO demonstrated gains in both reading
and math performance, compared with non-enrolled
children. These gains were greatest for children
who attended the 20-day program for at least 16
days. For math, however, even partial attendees
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(children who attended between six and 15 days)
demonstrated significantly greater gains than did
non-enrolled students.8

First Steps Summer Readiness
Program Planning and
Implementation

A total of 29 counties used First Steps funds to sup-
port 35 new or expanded summer readiness or
enrichment programs. Information on many of
these programs was incomplete, however. Indeed,
the only information that is available and reasonably
reliable across all programs is the total number of
children served. Information on the number and
type of summer classes operated was provided for
only 24 programs operating in 20 of these counties,
and some programs reported to have served large
numbers of children are not included among these
249

Characteristics of Summer Readiness
Programs

B Auspices. As with other early education
programs, the majority of summer pro-
grams were operated by public school dis-
tricts. There were also classes in at least
two counties that were housed in and
operated by Head Start and non-public
organizations such as churches and pri-
vate schools.

B Length of and intensity of program.
Across the 24 programs for which informa-
tion was available, eight operated full-day
classes exclusively (for a total of 27 class-
es), 15 operated half-day classes exclu-
sively (for a total of 61 classes), and one
program operated a mixture of five full-day
classes for 4K students and seven half-
day classes for 5K students. The actual
lengths of school days in both half- and
full-day programs varied greatly, however,
ranging from three to six and a half hours.
Of 29 programs for which information was
provided on class length, the modal
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length (reported for 10 programs) was 4
hours per day, and the median was 4.3
hours per day.10

There was also a great deal of variability in the
total number of weeks, and the number of days per
week, that programs operated. Among the 29 pro-
grams with sufficient data for determining program
length, the majority ran for four weeks (15 for five
days each week, seven for four days each week).
Two programs ran for five four-day weeks, three pro-
grams ran for three weeks (one for four days, two for
five days each week), one program ran for one five-
day week, and one program for children with devel-
opmental delays ran five days a week for six
weeks. 11

8Approximately three-fourths of all entering kindergart-
ners and first graders identified as eligible to enroll did in
fact enroll in the program, yet fewer than two-thirds of the
enrolled students remained in the program through the
entire four-week session. This may reflect the same diffi-
culties with half-day programming not fitting well into fami-
lies’ schedules that have been found for programs that
operate during the school year.

9There was a great deal more missing information in the
summer program PERs than in the other early education
PERs. The reasons for this are not entirely clear, but con-
tributing factors might include timing of both program
planning {(many of the summer programs were not among
the original First Steps strategies identified by counties,
but were rather planned and implemented quickly towards
the end of the fiscal year) and implementation (summer
programs were in operation at the time that many of the
PERs and annual reports were being written)

107he total number of programs was 28 based on the
number of PERs completed. However, for ease of report-
ing, the program that reported running classes of different
lengths and intensities for 4K and 5K students is counted
as two programs in this section.

111he total number of length and intensity descriptions
presented here is 29 because, as noted earlier, the First
Steps summer readiness program in one county support-
ed half-day classes (four and a half hours per day, four
days per week, for four weeks) for 5K students transition-
ing to first grade, and full-day programs (six and a half
hours per day, five days per week, for four weeks) for 4K
students transitioning to 5K.
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m 5K, 4K, and other ages. The majority of
programs were designed for children tran-
sitioning from 5K to first grade, however
at least ten counties had summer enrich-
ment programs for younger children,
either exclusively or in addition to pro-
grams for children entering first grade.

m Class size. The school-year pro-
grams previously discussed, with
few exceptions, had planned class
sizes of 20 with two adults. Class
sizes were more varied among the
summer programs. Programs that
were designed to provide remedial
education to children at the high-
est risk of not being ready for first
grade frequently had lower class
sizes and lower adult to child
ratios, in order to provide more
intensive individual instruction.
Estimated average class sizes
(based on numbers of classrooms
reported, divided by the number of
children enrolled in 24 counties
with both types of data) ranged
from 7.5 to 24, with a mean of
14.2. As with school-year class-
rooms, most of these classes were
conducted by a teacher and a
classroom assistant.

Targeting and Recrultment of Chlidren for
Enroliment

All summer readiness programs that provided infor-
mation on targeting and recruitment indicated that
children deemed to be at risk for not being ready for
school were targeted for enroliment. The risk fac-
tors considered for summer readiness programs var-
ied considerably and were similar to those consid-
ered for 4K programs (e.g., indicators of
developmental delays, low language levels, identi-
fied disabilities, family poverty, parents with low edu-
cation levels, living in a single parent household).
For 5K programs, scores on the South Carolina
Readiness Assessment (SCRA), and 5K teachers’
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evaluations of children's readiness for first grade
were the major factors used to select children into
programs.

As with 4K programs, some summer readiness
programs appeared to select only children who met
specific targeting criteria, while other programs used
these criteria to prioritize children for enroliment if
there were more applicants than openings. In other
cases, schools were targeted for programs based on
general characteristics of the students attending the
school, but selection criteria were not applied to
individua! children for enroliment.

Curriculum

There was less consistency in curriculum choice
across summer readiness programs than across the
4K and other early education programs. Most pro-
grams did choose to use standard curriculum mod-
els based on best practices for early education,
including High/Scope, Creative Curriculum,
Montessori, and the Project Method. Other pro-
grams, particularly those designed for 5K children
transitioning to first grade, used academic curricula
established for use in the school district, rather than
a nationally recognized curriculum model. In still
other cases, teachers were left to establish their
own curricula for their classrooms. As in other early
education programs, teachers often had not fully
completed training to implement the curriculum
models they were using.

How Does Actual Summer
Readiness Programming as
Implemented Match Up with
Effective Practices Information?

Based on the limited information on summer pro-
grams that was provided in the PERs, it appears that
the extent to which summer readiness programs
supported by First Steps implemented effective
practices was uneven. In keeping with what is
known about effective practices, class sizes tended
to be small, allowing more individualized attention to
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be given to students. Most of the teachers were reg-
ular-year school teachers, most certified in early
childhood education. Although recommendations
regarding effective practices in summer education
indicate that programs of longer duration and inten-
sity (i.e., more weeks, more days per week, more
hours per day) are more effective than are shorter
programs, the research base is insufficient to deter-
mine specifically what duration and intensity would
be most beneficial. The majority of First Steps pro-
grams were of reasonably long duration and intensi-
ty, running for four or more weeks, either four or five
days per week. Although most programs were
reported as half-day, these tended to be longer than
half-day programs during the school year.

However, there are some issues that will need to
be addressed as First Steps summer readiness pro-
grams move from early implementation to more
mature programs. Some of the programs operated
for three weeks, and one program ran for only one
week. These programs were shorter than may be
suggested in the best practices literature to be help-
ful to children (although as noted earlier, this litera-
ture is limited). There were some counties that
appeared to have relatively large numbers of chil-
dren in classrooms, and in some cases teachers did
not have classroom assistants working with them.
In at least one county with multiple non-public
school providers, it is not clear how qualifications of
teaching staff in the non-public schools were deter-
mined, and there was no reported outside monitor-
ing of classroom practices to determine whether
developmentally appropriate practices were being
utilized.

The primary concern, however, was that few pro-
grams had sufficient time for planning prior to imple-
mentation. In many counties, the decision to oper-
ate summer programs was contingent upon
availability of sufficient funds toward the end of the
fiscal year. When it was determined that funds
would be available, little time was left for recruit-
ment of staff, recruitment of students, and ensuring
that well-planned and developmentally appropriate
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curricula demonstrating continuity with school-year
educational practices could be implemented. It will
be important for First Steps summer readiness pro-
grams, in the future, to confirm program funding
early enough so that these programs can be better-
integrated into early education planning throughout
the year, and in order for these programs to more
fully implement effective practices.

Existing Evaluations of Specific
South Carolina Summer Readiness
Programs

The Lancaster County School District produced an
evaluation report on their 2002 summer readiness
program (McKenzie & Witherspoon, 2002), provid-
ing a more in-depth view of one First Steps-support-
ed program. Two age groups were included in this
program—5K children identified by teachers as
being unlikely to pass the CSAB, and children transi-
tioning from 4K to 5K who were identified as poten-
tially having difficulty making that transition
because of risk factors such as developmental
delays and family risk factors such as poverty. A
total of 166 5K students and 92 4K students were
enrolled in 27 classrooms, with an adult to child
ratio of 1:10. There was also a parenting compo-
nent to this program that provided services to 143
families.

This program was operated in conjunction with
regular District summer school programming, run-
ning for four weeks, five days a week. The exact
duration of the school day was not reported,
although all children were reported to have received
a morning snack and lunch. Transportation was
also provided for the children. No specific curricu-
lum was identified as being used in this program.
The parenting component consisted of one two-hour
session each week for ten weeks, using a curriculum
designed to increase parents’ involvement with their
children’s education.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the program in
improving children's school readiness, a pretest-
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posttest design was used. The measure used for 4K
children was the Brigance screening instrument,
while the measure used for 5K children was the Test
Ready Plus. Results for 4K children indicated statis-
tically significant increases in Brigance scores.
These significant differences were evident for both
males and females, and for both white and minority
(African-American and Hispanic) students. For 5K
students, increases in scores on math and reading
components of the Test Ready Plus were also report-
ed. These increases were statistically significant for
the sample as a whole, although some reported
increases were not statistically significant for sub-
groups (male, female, white, African-American, and
Hispanic). No evaluations were conducted on the
parenting component of the program.

These results are intriguing and point to the
potential for a well-planned summer program that
utilizes a developmentally appropriate curriculum.
There are some limitations to the study that should
be noted, however. Most importantly, there was no
nonparticipant comparison group, which reduces
the ability to determine whether increases in the
measures used are meaningfully greater than
increases that might be expected simply over the
course of time. This may be a particular limitation
for the 4K component, because the Brigance is a
screening instrument that is not designed for pro-
gram evaluation (Shepard, Kagan, & Wurtz, eds.,
1998). These results should be followed up with dif-
ferent types of assessments, following children
through the start of school, and including compar-
isons of children with similar risk characteristics
who do and do not attend summer programs.

Lessons Learned and
Recommendations

able, and in the positive markers of overall quality in
these programs.

8 Animportant accomplishment of First
Steps in this early implementation period
was the expanded capacity of early educa-
tion programs, including 4K, other school-
year preschool programs, and summer
readiness programs (predominantly for
children entering first grade).
Approximately 3,380 children participated
in new or expanded 4K and other school-
year preschool programs, and approxi-
mately 4,248 children attended new or
expanded summer readiness programs
that received support from First Steps.

8 Programs that operated with the assis-
tance of First Steps funding were
designed to follow “best practices” for
early education, and most followed one of
the developmentally appropriate curricula
recognized by the State Department of
Education, including High/Scope, Creative
Curriculum, and Montessori. Adherence
to specific curricula was more characteris-
tic of programs operating during the
school year, however, than for the summer
readiness programs.

8 Parent satisfaction with 4K programs was
very high across the state, as indicated in
First Steps Family Satisfaction Surveys.
These surveys were not obtained for sum-
mer readiness programs. However, PERs
for ten summer programs indicated that
some form of independent parent satis-
faction evaluations were conducted, and
satisfaction with these programs was
reported to be high.

There were clearly some challenges faced by

First Steps during this early implementation phase,
however, which should be addressed as First Steps
moves toward the future.

First Steps’ support for early educational opportuni-
ties across the state is evident in the number of pro-

grams that were opened or expanded, the number
of children and families that received educational
services that would not otherwise have been avail-
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8 One of the most commonly expressed
concerns across counties involved staff
training, which was perceived to be under-
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funded. Training opportunities for teach-
ers should be expanded and financially
supported, in order to improve their abili-
ties to implement developmentally appro-
priate curricula. Because of the time and
financial costs associated with sending
teaching staff to attend programs that are
located at a distance, it will be important
to explore possibilities for providing train-
ing opportunities in regions across the
state. Classroom assistants should be
included in training opportunities as well,
and other approaches to promoting pro-
fessional development for assistants
should be explored. A State Department
of Education requirement, currently being
phased in, for classroom assistants to
have an Associates’ level degree, prefer-
ably in early childhood education, is a pos-
itive step in this direction.

Focus on evaluation efforts shouid be
increased. Currently most programs that
reported using repeated testing to deter-
mine children’s progress used screening
measures, such as the DIAL-R, DIAL-3 and
Brigance, that are not designed for
assessments of change produced by pro-
gram participation (Shepard, Kagan, &
Wurtz, eds., 1998). Further, the content
of these tests may not be well-aligned with
many of the child outcomes identified as
goals of early education programs.
Screening measures are limited in assess-
ing socio-emotional functioning and
approaches to learning—aspects of child
development that may be key contributors
to children’s school readiness and subse-
quent success. Thus, increased efforts
should be made to encourage systematic
child assessments and evaluations of
progress using measures that are age-
appropriate, that tap the range of skills
and abilities that early education pro-
grams may be reasonably expected to
affect, and that are sufficiently sensitive
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to change so that program contributions

can be detected.

All aspects of summer school readiness

programs need to receive more attention.

As suggested by Brown and Freeman

(2002), programs are likely to be more

effective if they are better-integrated into

general planning for early education,
allowing greater coordination with school-
year programs, and more time for curricu-
lum planning and teacher training. The
relative brevity of these programs makes
it more essential to have program goals
that are well-articulated, specific, and rea-
sonable with respect to goais for child out-
comes.

There is a need for evaluations of planned

variations in both 4K and summer readi-

ness programs. The substantial variations
in programs that currently exist across the
state provide an excellent opportunity to
conduct systematic studies on the effects
of variations in factors such as duration
and intensity, content/curriculum plan-
ning and implementation, teacher and
assistant training, and timing of programs,
on short-term (e.g., levels of enroliment,
attendance rates, parent satisfaction, par-
ent involvement), mid-term (e.g., parents’
continuing involvement in children’s edu-
cation), and longer-term (e.g. children’s
social adjustment, academic perform-
ance) outcomes.

O For example, there is considerable
anecdotal evidence presented in the
PERs that full-day programs are prefer-
able to South Carolina families and edu-
cators. Planned studies of the differen-
tial impacts of full- and half-day
programs on children’s developmental
and educational progress across the
year, and longer-term studies of chil-
dren’s subsequent readiness for first
grade, should be undertaken.
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"0 -Additional 4K questions that could be
systematically investigated include dif-
ferential effects, if any, on child out-
comes of the several different curricu-
lum models being implemented, and
whether variations in teachers’ curricu-
lum training and the extent to which cur-
riculum models are followed with fidelity
have substantial impacts on outcomes.

O For summer readiness programs, there
is still more to be learned. Systematic
studies exploring differential effects of
planned variations in program length,
timing during the summer months, and
content/curriculum models followed
would be important to further under-
stand how these programs can be struc-
tured to make the biggest contributions
to children’s academic progress.
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Introduction

Many County Partnerships used First Steps funds to
implement child care related strategies, in an effort
to improve the quality of child care in South
Carolina’s centers and formal home-based settings
and to support families’ ability to afford quality child
care. The strategies reflect the stipulation in
Section 59-152-100(A)(3) of the First Steps
Legislation that, when County Partnerships choose
to focus on child care, they should address “quality
child care: (a) staff training and professional devel-
opment incentives; (b) quality cognitive learning pro-
grams; (c) voluntary accreditation standards; (d)
accessibility to quality child care and development
resources; and (e) affordability.”

Forty-four County Partnerships used First Steps
funds to implement child care strategies, primarily
of three types: quality enhancement grants, staff
training and professional development, and child
care scholarships for low-income families.1 The
overwhelming majority of these programs had been
in place for less than a year as of June 30, 2002,
and many operated for less than six months during
fiscal year 2001-02. Given the early stage of County
Partnerships’ efforts, the focus of this chapter will
be on how well Partnerships have implemented their
strategies in relation to recommendations generated
from research on best practice, where research is
available. The chapter will provide background on
child care issues in South Carolina, and then pres-
ent information on the three prevalent program
areas, including research on best practice, what the
County Partnerships actually implemented, and how
well their efforts compare to best practice research.
The chapter will conclude with key lessons learned
and recommendations.

Overview of Key Findings and
Conclusions

The key findings and conclusions of this chapter are
summarized below.
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B The County Partnerships’ child care initia-
tives are noteworthy in a number of ways.
They explored ways to enhance child care
quality and provided child care scholar-
ships for more children than could other-
wise be covered, and they directed most
of these children to ABC Advocates for
Better Care Enhanced care or higher. In
addition, they helped to introduce the
Teacher Education and Compensation
Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) program to enhance
provider education within the state and
launched a number of local caregiver
training initiatives.

B Approaches taken by the County
Partnerships were often innovative.
Innovation was necessary, especially in
the area of quality enhancement, because
little research has been conducted on the
best ways to go about improving a state’s
child care quality.

B Fiscal year 2001-02 was a time to develop
child care initiatives. This was a signifi-
cant undertaking considering that the
County Partnerships designed and imple-
mented brand-new initiatives. It took
longer than County Partnerships expected
to implement their initiatives, and it is
expected that the full value of the initia-
tives will become more evident as they
continue in fiscal year 2003.

B The majority of child care providers who
participated in quality enhancement pro-
grams in fiscal year 2002 had already
achieved licensure or ABC Enhanced sta-
tus. County Partnerships’ efforts to

Ihe remaining two County Partnerships implemented
strategies that included child care providers, although
they were not classified as child care strategies. One
Partnership implemented a library program that, as one of
its activities, offered story hours in child care facilities
(see the section on “Other” programs); the other
Partnership implemented a health strategy through which
child care providers were educated about the importance
of early screening (see the Health programs section).
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engage child care providers below the
ABC Enhanced level, as well as non-cen-
ter-based providers, should be strength-
ened.

Helping child care providers purchase
equipment and materials was among the
first efforts of many County Partnerships.
Although this was a sound first step for
quality enhancement initiatives, other ele-
ments of quality should be addressed,
and this will likely happen naturally in the
next program year as the focus of techni-
cal assistance progresses.

Child-staff ratio is an important element
of child care quality that was not
addressed by the County Partnerships
(outside of efforts to improve
licensure/accreditation status). While
child-staff ratio is very expensive to alter,
County Partnerships should address it to
the extent possible, particularly where
ratios go well beyond those recommended
by best practice and research information.
Efforts to enhance child care quality
should draw upon the expertise of individ-
uals with extensive backgrounds in child
care.

The progress of child care facilities
involved in quality enhancement initiatives
should be monitored and documented by
County Partnerships to show that First
Steps initiatives are having an effect.
County Partnerships should encourage
child care providers to seek formal educa-
tion and degrees in addition to participat-
ing in workshops.

Whether or not child care scholarships
were provided to the families most in
need of scholarships should be reviewed.
As First Steps child care initiatives
mature, counties should be able to award
the full number of child care scholarships
intended.

The new expansion of four-year-old kinder-
garten (4K) programs into child care cen-
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ters during fiscal year 2002-03 should be
studied closely. The implications of this
initiative on the child care market should
be monitored, the capacity of child care
facilities to fulfill the requirements for 4K
programs should be studied, and the fea-
sibility and desirability of helping more of
the state’s child care providers implement
4K should be assessed.

B County Partnerships implementing similar
child care strategies would benefit from
opportunities to share their experiences.
Such opportunities would help
Partnerships learn about initiatives that
they might want to implement, as well as
deal with problems that are common
across the counties.

Background on Child
Care in the State

The focus of this chapter is formal child care: non-
parental care in child care centers and formal home-
based care. Such arrangements can be contrasted
with informal child care, which is not regulated by
the state and is provided by a relative, babysitter,
friend, or neighbor. When child care is discussed in
this chapter, it will refer to formal child care, unless
it is specifically noted otherwise. This section will
provide a brief background on formal child care
issues in South Carolina. It will include information
on the various types of child care providers and the
levels of licensure/accreditation. It will also provide
information on a training initiative called Teacher
Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.), as
well as an overview of a one-year-old initiative called
the South Carolina Child Care Coordinating Council.

Data from a survey of over 1,200 households in
South Carolina, conducted in the spring of 2002,
reveal that the primary source of child care for 42
percent of children from birth through age five is
provided in child care centers, child care homes,
and four-year-old kindergartens (Marsh, 2002).
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Hence, child care issues, including quality, avaitabili-
ty, and affordability, are important for many of South
Carolina’s children and families.

There are three main types of formal child care
in South Carolina—child care centers, which serve
13 or more children, group child care homes, which
serve between seven and 12 children, and family
child care homes, which serve six or fewer children.
Child care providers fall under five auspices—non-
profit, Head Start, public schools, faith-based, and
for-profit. About half of the state’s formal child care
providers are for-profit (Marsh, 2002).

The South Carolina Department of Social
Services (DSS) administers a child care regulatory
system through its Office of Child Day Care Licensing
and Regulatory Services. DSS oversees basic health
and safety standards in child care by licensing and
monitoring child care facilities. DSS has two regula-
tory levels—registered and licensed. Registered
child care providers need only meet basic health
and safety standards, and they are not monitored
unless a compilaint is received by DSS. Licensing
represents an additional step. Licensing ensures
basic standards by requiring that facilities are safe
and sanitary, and by requiring that caregivers pro-
vide adequate care for children in terms of develop-
mental activities and nurturing relationships. In
addition, caregivers in licensed centers are required
to obtain 12 hours of training each year. Licensed
facilities are inspected every two years at the time of
license renewal, and they also receive two unan-
nounced visits every year. Whether or not a child
care provider needs to be licensed varies by type of
child care provider. All center-based facilities are
required to be licensed, unless they are faith-based
centers, which need only be registered. All group
child care homes must be licensed; family child care
homes do not need to be licensed but must be regis-
tered (Marsh, 2002).

South Carolina also has a system to improve the
quality and affordability of child care called
Advocates for Better Care (ABC). The ABC program
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is administered by the South Carolina Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS) and was creat-
ed in 1992, after federal legislation created the
Child Care and Development Biock Grant in 1990.2
The ABC program provides incentives for child care
providers to achieve higher levels of quality and
administers child care subsidies for children from
low-income working families. Child care providers
involved in the ABC program fall into three basic cat-
egories: ABC Level 1-Participating, ABC Level 2-
Enhanced, and ABC Level 3-Accredited. ABC
Participating providers are not required to meet
higher quality standards, but they are eligible to
receive subsidies for low-income children. ABC
Enhanced providers are required to meet higher
quality standards, and they are encouraged to
improve their quality through incentives such as
higher reimbursement rates for low-income children
receiving subsidies, bonuses, and quality enhance-
ment grants. Guidelines for quality are more strin-
gent than those required by DSS for licensure, and
include lower staff-child ratio, smaller group size,
more specific expectations for staff-child interac-
tions, and plans for caregivers to attain higher levels
of training. ABC Enhanced child care providers are
monitored annually by DHHS through unannounced
visits (Marsh, 2002). There are about 1,200 ABC
Enhanced child care providers in South Carolina
(State Official interview, 2002).

The highest ievei of formally recognized quality of
child care in South Carolina is accreditation by the
National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC). ABC Level 3 child care providers
are required to be NAEYC accredited. In South
Carolina, only center-based child care providers have
achieved NAEYC accreditation, although home-
based providers are eligible and have been accredit-
ed in other states (Marsh, 2002). In order to
become accredited, child care providers must meet
high standards in the areas of caregiver-child inter-
actions, curriculum, relationships between care-
givers and families, staff professional development,

25ee http://www.dhhs.state.sc.us/reports/abcbook 1. pdf.
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staff-child ratio, group size, the physical environ-
ment, health, safety, nutrition, and evaluation.
There are 88 NAEYC accredited child care centers in
South Carolina.3

Several key recent child care initiatives deserve
to be noted in completing the picture of the state of
child care in South Carolina. Through a collabora-
tion between DHHS and First Steps, a caregiver
training scholarship initiative called Teacher
Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) was
implemented in South Carolina in 2000. T.E.A.C.H.
is a model that has been implemented in a number
of other states. DHHS and First Steps worked with
the Commission on Higher Education and the state’s
technical college system to develop a framework for
introducing this program into South Carolina.
Through the program, students enroll in the first
course—Early Childhood Development 101 (ECD
101)—without formally enrolling in the college that
provides it, thereby alleviating some of the hesita-
tion that some caregivers might feel to enroll in col-
lege. T.E.A.C.H. pays for 80 percent of caregivers’
tuition for the course, and upon completion, care-
givers receive the South Carolina Early Childhood
Credential. The hope is that caregivers will enroll in
an Associate of Arts Degree program once they see
that they are capable of handling the work in ECD
101. As of the summer of 2002, over 2,000 schol-
arships were awarded to caregijvers to attend ECD
101 (State Official interview, 2002).

Another recent advance in the child care system
in South Carolina was the creation of the South
Carolina Child Care Coordinating Council (CCCC).
The Council was created in the fall of 2001 through
an Executive Order from the Governor. The Council
is led by DHHS and includes 16 agencies and pri-
vate organizations. It was charged with creating a
strategic plan for child care in South Carolina and
began meeting in January 2002 (State Official inter-
view, 2002). The plan, released in July 2002,
includes 12 objectives. Among these objectives are
to develop a statewide voluntary rating system to
measure child care quality (with more levels of quali-

ty than the ABC program); create public awareness
strategies to educate community members (e.g.,
parents, educators, policymakers) about the mean-
ing and value of child care quality; work to improve
the quality of registered family-based child care
providers; and revise DSS child care licensing regu-
lations. The Council plans to achieve all of the
objectives in 2003, except for the child care rating
system, which is scheduled to be fully implemented
in 2004 (SCDHHS, 2002).

Quality Enhancement
Grants

What Does Research Say About
Effective Practice in this Area?

A great deal of research has been conducted on
child care quality. Research has identified elements
of quality child care and has also revealed associa-
tions between the quality of child care and child
development (Lamb 1998; National Research
Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000; Vandell &
Wolfe, 2000). However, little research has been
conducted on the best way to go about improving
the quality of child care across a state (GAO, 2002).
This is a period of innovation and experimentation in
many states, including South Carolina.

Research on child care quality has revealed two
basic approaches to measuring quality: the structur-
al attributes of the environment and caregivers’
interactions with children. Structural attributes of
the caregiving environment include child-staff ratio
(the number of children per caregiver); group size
(the total number of children in a single classroom);
caregivers' education and training levels (both for-
mal education and specialized training); caregiver
wages; staff turnover; and health and safety fea-
tures of the environment. The structural attributes
of the environment help to support the “process”
aspects of quality: the quality of interactions

3see http://www.naeyc.org.
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between caregivers and chiidren, including caregiver
sensitivity and responsiveness, language stimula-
tion, and caregivers' participation in children’s learn-
ing activities and play (GAO, 2002).

Research has shown that both structural attrib-
utes and caregiver-child interactions have implica-
tions for child development. Reviews of studies of
child care quality have concluded that structural
attributes affect child development directly and indi-
rectly by influencing caregivers’ interactions with
children. in addition, children who are in child care
settings characterized by responsive and supportive
caregiver-child interactions make better develop-
mental progress. Correlations with child care quality
have been found in several realms of child develop-
ment including social/emotional development (e.g.,
social skills, cooperation, behavior problems), cogni-
tive development, and language development.

While small, the implications of the quality of child
care for child development have been found to per-
sist into elementary school (GAO, 2002; National
Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000;
vandell & Wolfe, 2000).4

While research points to aspects of child care
quality that should be targeted for improvement, lit-
tle is known about the best mechanisms or incen-
tives for child care providers to improve these pro-
gram elements. Research has shown that the
elements of child care quality related to child out-
comes include caregiver-child interactions and struc-
tural attributes such as group size and child-staff
ratio, health and safety-related features of the envi-
ronment, and caregivers’ education.

Program Information About Planning
and Actual Practices In this Area
According to the Program Effectiveness Reports
(PERs)5 completed for each of the programs imple-
mented by County Partnerships, 33 County
Partnerships chose to award quality enhancement
grants to child care providers. All 33 of these
County Partnerships established an application
process and attempted to recruit child care
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providers through various methods (e.g., letters,
phone calls, newspaper advertisements). Once
child care providers were selected and grants were
awarded, all of the initiatives included some degree
of technical assistance in using the funds and mak-
ing improvements, as well as monitoring of grantees'’
use of the funds. In an additional five counties,
quality enhancement initiatives were undertaken
that did not involve the awarding of grants. Instead,
child care providers applied for, and were accepted
to receive, technical assistance as well as materials
or supplies. Therefore, a total of 38 counties imple-
mented a quality enhancement initiative.

The broad goal of the quality enhancement initia-
tives, stated explicitly in many of the PERs, was to
help child care providers improve their quality and,
more specifically, to become licensed, ABC
Enhanced, or NAEYC accredited. This reflects
Section 59-152-70(D) in the legislation: “Day care
facilities receiving grants must first use a portion of
their funds to achieve licensed status and then to
achieve the equivalent status to that of enhanced
ABC provider.”

In 15 counties, the quality enhancement pro-
gram was run solely by the county’s Executive
Director, in some instances with guidance from a
child care subcommittee of the County Partnership.

4 Very little research on the effects of child care quality on
child development has used an experimental design (that
is, the random assignment of children to child care of
varying levels of quality, thereby controlling for family
selection factors). Although researchers use statistical
controls to take into account characteristics of the family
and child, it cannot be stated conclusively that higher
quality child care leads to better child development.

S Who completed the PERs varied by county; they were
either completed by the Executive Director, the vendor the
County Partnership contracted with to administer the pro-
gram, or by the county’s Planning, Implementation, and
Evaluation Consuitant (from the Institute for Families in
Society at the University of South Carolina). Each PER was
supposed to be verified by the county’s Executive Director,
and they represent Child Trends’ best source of informa-
tion on the program activities undertaken by the County
Partnerships.
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In 20 counties, an outside child care expert was
hired or contracted to run the program or to help the
Executive Director run the program.® Child care
experts included university staff (e.g., professors of
early childhood development or education), county
organizations or agencies such as Child Care
Resource & Referral agencies, or individuals consid-
ered by the County Partnership to have expertise in
early childhood care and education.

In general, it took longer than expected for
County Partnerships to get their programs up and
running. Of the 38 counties with quality enhance-
ment initiatives, four of the programs began (that is,
awarded grants or began providing technical assis-
tance to child care providers) between July and
September 2001; ten began between October and
December 2001; 16 began between January and
March 2002; and seven began between April and
June 2002.7 Therefore, 24 of the 38 programs had
been running for six months or less by June 30,
2002. This reflects a comment often made in the
PERs that unexpected obstacles arose when County
Partnerships attempted to implement their quality
enhancement initiatives. For example, more time
for planning was often needed than was expected.
Some Partnerships experienced difficulties in get-
ting child care providers to apply, and some counties
found it necessary to provide more assistance in
completing the applications than they had expected,
because child care providers were inexperienced
with or intimidated by the process.

Some County Partnerships seem to have had
trouble recruiting child care providers to apply for
quality enhancement grants or programs.
Recruitment methods included mailing letters or
calling child care providers on lists provided to the
County Partnerships by DSS or DHHS. Indirect
methods, such as placing newspaper advertise-
ments and posting flyers, were also used. The PERs
for 24 of the 38 initiatives contain complete informa-
tion on both the number of grants County
Partnerships planned to award and the number of
applicants. In 12 of the 24 counties, the number of

applicants was lower than the number of providers
the County Partnership planned to work with.
Several PERs cite inexperience with applying for
grants and an unwillingness to allow outsiders to
interfere as possible reasons for some child care
providers' apparent unwillingness to participate.
Another factor may simply be that some counties
have few established child care providers; it may be
easier to achieve 15 applications in a county with
100 child care providers than in a county with far
fewer providers. In addition, the lower than expect-
ed number of applications may be a reflection of the
lack of familiarity with First Steps. It will be impor-
tant to monitor the application process in the sec-
ond fiscal year.

In the 33 counties that awarded quality enhance-
ment grants, a total of 470 child care providers
received grants.8: 9 The number of grants in each
county ranged from four to 52. Individual grant
amounts ranged from $500 to $11,500. In the five
counties where child care providers were offered
technical assistance and materials (but not grants),
a total of 142 child care providers were involved.
Thirty-eight grantees improved their status by
becoming licensed, ABC Enhanced, or NAEYC
accredited by June 30, 2002. The fact that most
facilities had not accomplished an increase in quali-
ty level is not unexpected, given that most grants
were in place for six months or less.

Center-based child care providers were highly
represented among the grantees. A few counties

6This information was missing in three PERs.

70ne PER did not provide the start date of the county’s
quality enhancement initiative.

8This total does not include the number of child care
providers that received grants in one county as the PER
for that county reported the number of classrooms (44),
rather than the number of child care providers.

9A total of 482 child care providers were accepted to
receive quality enhancement grants, however 12 dropped
out before receiving grants.
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appear to have been able to recruit church-based
and family-based providers, as well.10 In addition,
grantees seem to be fairly equally split between
licensed child care providers and ABC Enhanced
child care providers.11 Therefore, it appears that
County Partnerships may have had the greatest suc-
cess recruiting center-based providers in the middle
of the quality spectrum.

The PERs also provide information on how child
care providers used the grants awarded to them.12
In 31 of the 33 counties, funds were used to pur-
chase materials, supplies, or equipment. In 17
counties, the strategies included professional devel-
opment activities, such as mandatory training ses-
sions organized by the County Partnerships or incen-
tives or encouragement for caregivers to enroll in
T.E.A.C.H. Other activities included improvements in
health and safety features of the environment, and
facility enhancements. Thus, the majority of child
care providers who received grants used the funds
to purchase materials and equipment, and many
engaged in professional development activities. The
quality enhancement initiatives included varying
amounts of technical assistance and monitoring of
grantees’ use of funds. The frequency of monitoring
ranged from none (or very little) to weekly visits or
phone calls. In addition, the degree to which specifi-
cations for technical assistance and monitoring
were well developed varied widely. For example, in
several counties, informal site visits were conducted
on an as-needed basis; in other counties, there were
very clear guidelines for the amount of technical
assistance that child care providers would receive
(e.g., a one-hour site visit every other week). In
some counties, mentoring systems were estab-
lished. For example, in one county, grantees were
paired with NAEYC accredited centers; the grantees
were able to visit and observe in the accredited cen-
ters.

The degree to which participating child care
providers’ progress was monitored also varied widely
across the counties. In some counties, child care
providers were assessed before and after they par-
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ticipated in the program using instruments such as
the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale
(ECERS), the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating
Scale (ITERS), or the Family Day Care Rating Scale
(FDCRS). In other counties, improvement was meas-
ured in terms of an increase in child care providers’
licensed, Enhanced, or accredited status. Still other
counties appear to have had no formal means for
tracking child care providers’ progress, at least given
their reporting in the PERs (which asked explicitly
about program activities).

Most of the County Partnerships intended to con-
tinue their child care quality enhancement initiatives
in fiscal year 2001-02. They planned to continue
working with the child care providers who were
involved in fiscal year 2001-02, as well as to recruit
additional child care providers.

How Does the Actual Program as
Implemented Match Up With Best
Practice Information?

As noted above, research has shown that child care
quality has small but important implications for child
development. In light of such research, the County
Partnerships' efforts to improve the quality of child
care in their counties are noteworthy. The approach-
es used by the Partnerships appear to be innovative,
and innovation was necessary because little
research has been conducted on the best ways to go
about improving child care quality. The

107his information was reported in only 18 of the 33
PERs.

11This information was reported in only 11 of the 33
PERs. According to Office of Research and Statistics data
summarized by Marsh (2002), 68 percent of the child
care providers involved in quality enhancement initiatives
were ABC Enhanced or NAEYC accredited to begin with.

127his information was provided in 32 of the 33 PERs.
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Partnerships’ strategies therefore represent pio-
neering efforts in improving a state’s child care qual-
ity. The programs should be evaluated and results
should be tracked, both in terms of improvements in
the quality of child care and implications for child
development.

Bearing in mind the progress that County
Partnerships have made, several recommendations
for next steps and improvements can be made.
County Partnerships enrolled many more center-
based child care providers than other types of child
care providers. In addition, County Partnerships
appear to have recruited child care providers in the
middle range of the quality spectrum. These factors
do not necessarily mean that County Partnerships
were not reaching child care providers in need of
improvement; an ABC Enhanced center-based
provider may have a long way to go before achieving
NAEYC accreditation. However, County Partnerships’
efforts to engage other child care providers, includ-
ing faith-based and family-based providers, as weli
as providers at the lower end of the quality spec-
trum, should be strengthened. Perhaps this is
something that will happen with time as the
Partnerships gain a reputation within counties’ child
care communities and non-participants see the ben-
efits that accrue to participating child care
providers. However, the Office of First Steps should
provide guidance to Partnerships that have strug-
gled with recruitment. One option might be for
counties with more successful recruitment strate-
gies to share their experiences with those experienc-
ing less success.

Most of the child care providers who received
grants chose to use the funds to buy equipment and
supplies. That was an appropriate first step for
County Partnerships for several reasons. First,
research has shown that a good physical environ-
ment in a child care setting (defined as clean, safe
space and equipment, having a variety of age-appro-
priate toys, and with a quiet, protected play area) is
related to ratings of positive caregiving (Marsh,
2002; NICHD ECCRN, 2000a). While the direction
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of causality cannot be inferred from this finding (that
is, more sensitive caregivers may arrange their
classrooms more appropriately than other care-
givers), the finding shows that there is an associa-
tion between aspects of the physical environment
and caregiving. Hence, helping child care providers
purchase materials and equipment was an appropri-
ate first step for the County Partnerships in trying to
build relationships with the counties’ child care
providers.

However, there are other elements of quality that
the County Partnerships should target once relation-
ships have been established. Experiences within
specific counties suggest that it may be helpful to
follow a sequence of steps in improving child care
providers' quality. Once a relationship is established
with a child care provider through a non-threatening
activity such as helping them purchase materials,
other elements of quality can gradually be
addressed (from working on an adequate supply of
play and educational materials, to focusing on subdi-
viding space into activity areas, to consideration of
activities appropriate for the different areas and
themes to focus activities on) until County
Partnerships reach the end-point of attempting to
improve caregivers’ interactions with children. it
might be too threatening to child care providers if
outsiders attempted to address staff-child interac-
tions from the beginning, and Partnerships might
have experienced a high level of drop-out had they
attempted to do so. County Partnerships may want
to consider attempting to foster quality enhance-
ment through a progression of activities until they
are able to address the aspects of child care that
might be the most difficult to change or the most
threatening to child care providers. Partnerships
should carefully track the successes and problems
encountered when trying to implement this
sequence of quality enhancement.

According to best practice information, an
extremely important aspect of child care quality is
child-staff ratio, particularly for infants and toddlers
(Marsh, 2002). However, none of the County
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Partnerships addressed child-staff ratio (outside of
efforts to improve licensure/accreditation status,
which would have implications for child-staff ratio),
perhaps because it is an expensive undertaking.
While child-staff ratio is very expensive to improve,
County Partnerships should find ways to address it
among child care providers with ratios that far
exceed recommended |evels (Marsh, 2002).

An examination of PERs suggests that plans for
guality enhancement initiatives tended to be formu-
lated with greater specificity when County
Partnerships hired or contracted with child care
experts to run their programs. The PERs for most of
those counties contained clear plans for the amount
of technical assistance and monitoring each grantee
was to receive (e.g., the number of site visits, the
number of hours), as well as expectations for
grantees’ improvements. Grantees were also
required and helped to develop clear plans for
improvements. Some (but by no means all) of the
programs run by counties’ Executive Directors were
less specific in terms of expectations of grantees
and technical assistance. It might not be feasible
for counties with a lack of funding or a lack of avail-
able expertise to hire a child care expert to imple-
ment the strategy. In those counties, intensive train-
ing and guidance should be provided by the Office of
First Steps to Executive Directors who lack a strong
background in child care.

Finally, it is extremely important for County
Partnerships to monitor child care providers’
progress as they participate in quality enhancement
initiatives. Partnerships’ monitoring activities were
highly variable across the counties in fiscal year
2001-02. This is understandable because, in gener-
al, it took longer than they expected for Partnerships
to implement their quality enhancement programs,
and many of them had been in place for less than
six months by June 30, 2002. Many Partnerships
did not have time to fully develop their programs,
including strategies for monitoring progress. In fis-
cal year 2002-03, quality enhancement initiatives
will be in place for a full year; greater progress will
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be possible, and monitoring the achievements will
be essential. However, this takes time, and immedi-
ate and total change cannot be expected.

Staff Training and
Development

What Does Research Say About
Effective Practice in this Area?

According to research summarized by Marsh (2002)
in her Effective Practices Report entitled Child Care
Strategies of First Steps Partnerships 2001 - 2002,
the education level and continuing training of care-
givers is related to the quality of child care they pro-
vide. For example, the NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network (1996; 2000) found that care-
givers’ level of education and beliefs were signifi-
cant predictors of positive caregiving (e.g., respon-
siveness and stimulating interactions with children).
Caregivers’ level of education is also related to child
outcomes (Vandell & Wolfe, 2000). Researchers
have found that children who are cared for by care-
givers with degrees in child-related fields have better
language skills (Howes, 1997) and higher scores on
cognitive assessments (Dunn, 1993).13

Some researchers have investigated whether care-
givers should have formal degrees, or whether
receiving some amount of training is enough to
make a difference in the quality of care they provide
(Marsh, 2002). Howes (1997) found that a more
advanced education level (that is, a Bachelors or

13ps noted in the section on research on child care quali-
ty, very little research on the effects of child care quality
has used an experimental design (the random assignment
of children to the classrooms with differing quality charac-
teristics, thereby controlling for family selection factors).
Although researchers examining caregiver education use
statistical controls to take into account characteristics of
the family and child, it cannot be stated conclusively that
higher caregiver education leads to better child develop-
ment.
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more advanced degree in Early Childhood
Education) was associated with greater caregiver
sensitivity and responsiveness. |n addition, care-
givers with Associate of Arts degrees and Child
Development Associate certificates provided better
care than caregivers with “some college” or a high
school degree plus attendance at workshops.
Howes suggests that participation in formal educa-
tion programs makes a difference, and that taking a
college course or two or attending informal work-
shops may not be enough to make a difference in
the quality of child care.

There is evidence that the education level of
caregivers is important for children ages three and
above, but what might be more important for
younger children is child-staff ratio and group size
(Marsh, 2002). The NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network (2000a) found that in infant child
care settings, caregivers' education level was asso-
ciated with positive caregiving, but the association
was not as strong as that between group size and
positive caregiving, and between child-staff ratio
and positive caregiving. However, the importance of
caregivers’ education level increased as children got
older, such that by age 36 months, education leve!
was a stronger predictor of positive caregiving than
staff-child ratio or group size.

Program Information About Planning
and Actual Practices In this Area

Many County Partnerships engaged child care
providers in training and professional development
activities. Some Partnerships made the opportuni-
ties available to the entire child care workforce,
while others provided opportunities only for child
care providers involved in Partnership quality
enhancement initiatives. Data indicate that there is
a need for education and training of South
Carolina’s child care workforce. In a survey of South
Carolina’s child care providers conducted in 2000,
77 percent of center-based providers indicated that
“most to all” of their staff had less than an
Associate's Degree in any subject. Among home-
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based providers, 83 percent had less than an
Associate’s Degree (Marsh, 2001).

Twelve counties offered training for caregivers
separately from training that may have been
required of child care providers who received quality
enhancement grants or technical assistance.14 Six
of the programs began between July and September
2001; three began between October and December
2001; one began between January and March
2002; and one began between April and June 2002.
Therefore, about half of the programs had been run-
ning for nine months or longer by June 30, 2002.

Most of the programs offered training sessions
from which caregivers could pick and choose.
Topics were wide-ranging and included health/safe-
ty; relationships and interactions with children; chil-
dren’s growth and development; early literacy; and
curriculum development. In some of the counties,
training sessions were certified by DSS, so care-
givers could attend them to fulfill the hours neces-
sary for licensure. Sessions were taught by instruc-
tors from local technical colleges or by child care
experts hired by the County Partnerships. It appears
that the training sessions were well-attended.1®

The number of sessions offered in each county
ranged from one to 50, and the County
Partnerships’ strategies varied widely. For example,
in one county, a single two and a half-hour session
was provided on relationships and interactions
between caregivers and children. In another county,
First Steps funds were used to expand DSS-certified
training from two school districts to five school dis-
tricts in order to make it more accessible. Training
sessions were held monthly, and three or four work-
shops (lasting three hours each) were offered during

140ne County Partnership did not submit a PER for their
program, so this section contains information for 11 of the
12 counties.

157he Office of First Steps is beginning to collect atten-
dance data for the training sessions, but issues with data
reporting need to be reviewed and clarified before these
numbers are reported.
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each session. In a third county, a training opportuni-
ty was provided for rural, family-based child care
providers. Over the course of four months, an
instructor from a technical college provided 12 work-
shops lasting two and a hour-hours each.

Two County Partnerships with training initiatives
separate from quality enhancement initiatives col-
laborated with the T.E.A.C.H. program to encourage
child care providers to attain more formal education.
One Partnership provided scholarships for care-
givers to enroll in T.E.A.C.H. classes. The other
Partnership collaborated with a university to set up
two ECD 101 classes and one higher-level class in
their county (see description under “Innovations to
Watch,” below).

How Does the Actual Program as
Implemented Match Up With Best
Practice Information?

Research indicates that caregivers' level of educa-
tion and training are important predictors of the
quality of care they provide, as well as the develop-
mental outcomes of the children in their care.
Therefore, County Partnerships that chose to
address the education and training of their counties’
child care workforce indeed chose a promising strat-
egy to improve the overall quality of child care.
However, research on best practice generates sever-
al recommendations for Partnerships’ programs. It
should be noted that these recommendations apply
to Partnerships that offered training as part of their
quality enhancement initiatives, as well as to
Partnerships that offered training to every child care
provider in their counties.

Most of the counties with stand-alone training
programs (that is, open to all of the child care
providers in the county regardless of their participa-
tion in the County Partnership’s quality enhance-
ment initiative) offered workshops, oftentimes certi-
fied by DSS. Child care providers were able to
choose which workshops to attend, and, in some
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counties, only a small proportion of the caregivers
attended more than one workshop. Only two coun-
ties offered something more formal by collaborating
with the T.E.A.C.H. program. According to best prac-
tice information (Marsh, 2002), Partnerships should
try to focus on formal education, even though such
an effort might be more time-consuming and expen-
sive than offering workshops. Caregivers should be
encouraged to obtain a higher level of training and a
degree rather than participating in a single work-
shop. Workshops most likely served as a good way
for Partnerships to build relationships with their
counties’ child care providers, but future efforts
should focus on formal education in addition to
workshops.

Another recommendation is that County
Partnerships should track attendance information
carefully. Few of the PERs contained attendance
information, and when the information was includ-
ed, an overall count was given for the total atten-
dance across multiple sessions, without including
information on the number of caregivers who attend-
ed more than one session. In the future,
Partnerships should track the number in attendance
at each session, as well as the total number of care-
givers served in the county (that is, they need to
keep track of the number of caregivers who attend-
ed more than one session). Partnerships should
also keep track of the average number of hours of
training completed by caregivers.

The PERs also did not provide information on the
types of caregivers who attended training sessions
(although this information may have been tracked).
For example, were attendees predominantly care-
givers from NAEYC accredited centers, or were they
licensed family-based providers? Attendance pat-
terns should be documented, and if County
Partnerships find that they are tending to recruit
caregivers from a certain sector, steps should be
taken to reach out to other sectors in their child care
communities.
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A final recommendation, suggested by Marsh
(2002), is to pair training with mentoring so that
what caregivers learn in training sessions is rein-
forced by child care experts in the settings in which
lessons should be applied. This might be a way to
strengthen training initiatives and ensure that new
knowledge is put into practice. This would be an
innovative strategy, and its effectiveness should be
evaluated in comparison to attendance at work-
shops alone and to the pursuit of formal education
alone.

Child Care Scholarships

What Does Research Say About
Effective Practice in this Area?

Many County Partnerships chose to provide child
care scholarships for children from low income fami-
lies, thereby addressing the issue of the affordability
of child care as stipulated in the First Steps legisla-
tion.

Research indicates that children from low
income families are more likely than children from
higher income families to be in home-based child
care. Further, research indicates that there is less
of a difference in child care quality according to fam-
ily income in center-based care than there is in
home-based care (Huston, 2002). Many states have
instituted initiatives whereby low income families
receive child care subsidies in order to alleviate the
financial burden of participation in child care and, in
some states, to ensure that children have access to
higher quality child care. However, states have
struggled to find a balance between providing schol-
arships for some children to receive high quality
child care and providing scholarships for as many
children as possible (by allocating less money per
child, thereby not necessarily ensuring that families
can afford high quality child care; Huston, 2002).

According to Marsh (2002), there is evidence
that low income families who receive child care sub-

sidies are more likely to choose higher quality, for-
mal child care, rather than relying on low quality or
informal arrangements (e.g., Fuller, 2001). In South
Carolina, families that received First Steps funded
child care scholarships had to place their children in
child care that was ABC Enhanced, equivalent to
ABC Enhanced (as determined by an ABC Monitor),
or working to become ABC Enhanced (either by par-
ticipating in the ABC program or a County
Partnership’s quality enhancement initiative). That
is, scholarships were required to be used to pay for
child care meeting certain quality requirements.

Program Information About Planning
and Actual Practice in this Area

Twenty-four County Partnerships used First Steps
funds to provide child care scholarships to low
income families. The majority of the scholarship
funding for families began after January 2002, but
families will continue to receive funding for a full
year. A total of 686 children across the state
received First Steps funded child care
scholarships.16

Fourteen County Partnerships’ scholarship pro-
grams were administered by South Carolina DHHS
as an extension of the ABC voucher system (which is
unable to provide the number of child care vouchers
needed by South Carolina’s families and so has a
substantial waiting list). The ABC voucher system
provides funding for child care to low income fami-
lies in which parents are working, in school, or in
training. The income eligibility cut-off is 150 percent
of the poverty level. The remaining ten County
Partnerships chose to administer scholarships

16 This number is different from the number of scholar-
ships reported by County Partnerships in their Annual
Reports. The discrepancy is due to the fact that the
Annual Reports provided information on the number of
slots Partnerships funded, while the PER from DHHS
reported the number of children who actually received
scholarships. In some cases, the number of children who
received scholarships was significantly lower than the
number of scholarships Partnerships had planned to pro-
vide.

~ ™M
0 Report to the Legislature 2003



themselves; these programs were usually run by
counties' Executive Directors. Families who
received First Steps funded scholarships (either
through DHHS or directly from County Partnerships)
had to choose child care providers who were ABC
Enhanced, equivalent to ABC Enhanced (as deter-
mined by an ABC Monitor), or who were working to
become ABC Enhanced through the ABC program or
through County Partnerships’ quality enhancement
initiatives. In an effort to maintain parental choice,
DHHS provided an extra 20 percent of the amount
each county allocated; scholarships awarded using
DHHS funds could be used for any type of child care
that parents chose.

DHHS recruited families either by sending appli-
cations to families on existing ABC voucher waiting
lists or by following guidelines established by the
individual County Partnerships. Partnerships used
various methods of recruitment, including advertise-
ments, referrals from local agencies, and asking
child care providers to recruit families.

Several County Partnerships chose to administer
the scholarship programs themselves rather than
through DHHS in order to allow greater flexibility.
Some Partnerships used eligibility requirements for
families that were different from those used in the
ABC voucher program, for example by allowing fami-
lies with slightly higher income levels to receive
scholarships. In one county, the parents of children
who received child care scholarships were required
to attend two Parents as Teachers parent group
meetings per month.

How Does the Actual Program as
Implemented Match Up With Best
Practice Information?

By providing child care scholarships for children
from low-income families, County Partnerships alle-
viated some of the financial burden facing those
families. The Partnerships also required children to
be enrolled in facilities that were ABC Enhanced,
equivalent to ABC Enhanced, or attempting to
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become ABC Enhanced, thereby ensuring that at-
risk children received child care that met or was
working to meet specific quality requirements.

The PERs do not contain information on whether
or not scholarships were provided to the families
most in need of scholarships. For various reasons,
the neediest families may not have applied for schol-
arships. County Partnerships should study whether
or not this is the case and, if it is, strengthen their
outreach efforts. In addition, for most of the coun-
ties with scholarships administered by DHHS, fewer
applications were sent out than the actual number
of scholarships that Partnerships intended to pro-
vide. Therefore, fewer children received scholar-
ships than Partnerships had intended. This may be
a reflection of how recently these programs were
launched. Fiscal year 2002-03 may show a closer
correspondence between scholarships planned and
provided. This and other possible bases for the dif-
ference between planned and provided scholarships
should be explored. If the underlying issues go
beyond program start-up, strategies should be
sought to meet intended targets.

Marsh (2002) points out that First Steps funded
child care scholarships might have a long-term, indi-
rect effect on child care quality. Because scholar-
ships can only be used in ABC Enhanced facilities or
in facilities attempting to become ABC Enhanced,
more child care providers throughout the state
might begin to see an added benefit to becoming
ABC Enhanced. Whether or not this unintended con-
sequence actually occurs is something that should
be monitored by County Partnerships.

Other Child Care
Programs

Ten County Partnerships implemented something
other than (or in addition to) the three main child
care strategies. These strategies varied widely and
were very innovative; and there is little research on
“best practice” to compare the strategies against.
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Therefore, this section will provide a brief overview
of several Partnerships’ strategies.

In one county, a need was uncovered to provide
child care during nontraditional work hours. The
County Partnership awarded grants to four child
care providers to extend their hours of operation. In
another county, the First Steps office carried out
background checks of new child care employees for
no fee in order to help child care providers fulfill
licensing regulations and alleviate the cost of con-
ducting the checks themselves. In two counties,
resource centers were created for child care staff.
The resource centers contained information on early
education curricula, as well as materials that care-
givers could take to use in their classrooms. In
another county, in addition to the provision of on-site
technical assistance, efforts focused on conveying
respect and a sense of professionalism to child care
providers through efforts to re-energize a county pro-
fessional organization of child care providers and
through a county-wide professional meeting for
providers.

County Partnerships chose to implement all of
these disparate programs in an effort to either
improve the quality of child care or to increase fami-
lies’ access to child care. The programs’ progress
and outcomes should be monitored closely to deter-
mine their degree of success.

Client Satisfaction
Information for 2002

The First Steps legislation stipulates that families’
satisfaction with First Steps programs should be
monitored (Section 59-152-70[f]). A Family
Satisfaction Survey was created by William Preston
& Associates in cooperation with the Office of First
Steps. However, the survey was only administered
for the child care strategy in one county.1 In this
county, the child care strategy included training and
technical assistance. The survey was returned by
233 parents of children who were cared for by child
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care providers involved in the county’s child care
strategy. Although the survey did not contain a
question about parents’ overall satisfaction with the
child care providers, parents were generally happy
with certain aspects of the caregiving environment.
To highlight a few of the results, 81 percent of par-
ents indicated that their child is often or always
involved in classroom learning activities; 86 percent
said that their child often or always learns things
that will help later in school; 94 percent said that
there are enough toys, books, pictures, and music;
92 percent feel that the children often or always
learn how to get along with each other; and 93 per-
cent feel that the teacher is often or always warm
and affectionate with their child. Parents did not
respond as favorably to several items. For example,
a fair proportion of parents indicated that the care-
giver could benefit from more help: 29 percent of
parents feel that the caregiver often or always needs
more help, and 50 percent feel that the caregiver
sometimes needs more help. Twelve percent of par-
ents indicated that they often or always worry about
safety, and 36 percent sometimes worry about safe-
ty.

Therefore, it seems that the parents of children
in child care involved with the First Steps initiative in
one county were satisfied with the care that their
children received, but there was some variability in
their perceptions of safety and the need for more
help. In the future, a client satisfaction survey
should be administered in every county in order to
determine how satisfied parents are with the child
care providers involved in County Partnerships’ child
care initiatives. The survey should include a ques-

17 The PERs from several additional counties state that
satisfaction surveys were administered, however they did
not report the results, and Child Trends did not have
access to those data.
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tion about their overall level of satisfaction, as well Nevertheless, the necessary changes can-
as questions about particular aspects of the child not be completed in just a couple of years.
care environment. B County Partnerships’ efforts to engage
child care providers below the ABC
Lessons Learned and Enhanced level, as well as non-center-
n based providers, should be strengthened.
Recom mendatlons This applies to both quality enhancement
and professional development initiatives.
To summarize the major lessons learned and recom- However, ABC Enhanced child care
mendations for County Partnerships’ child care ini- providers might also be in need of quality
tiatives: enhancement and professional develop-
ment, so they should continue to be
B The County Partnerships’ efforts to included in Partnerships’ efforts.
enhance the quality of child care, improve B Helping child care providers purchase
caregivers' level of training and education, equipment and materials was an appropri-
and improve families’ ability to afford ate first step for County Partnerships that
quality child care are noteworthy and implemented quality enhancement initia-
important. The approaches used by the tives. Such purchases likely helped child
Partnerships were often innovative, some- care providers make basic improvements
thing that was sometimes necessary, in their classrooms and helped to estab-
especially in the area of quality enhance- lish a relationship between Partnerships
ment, because little research has been and counties’ child care communities. [t
conducted on the best ways to actually go is important to assure, however, that this
about achieving improvements in child is only a first step towards quality
care quality. The Partnerships’ strategies enhancement, and that other aspects of
therefore represent pioneering efforts in quality will be addressed (e.g., subdividing
improving a state’s child care quality. The space into activity areas, consideration of
programs should be evaluated and results activities appropriate for the different
should be tracked, both in terms of areas, caregivers’ interactions with chil-
improvements in the quality of child care dren). This will likely happen in the next
and implications for child development program year as the areas of technical
and school readiness. assistance progress. County Partnerships
B In general, it took longer than County should ensure that the progression to
Partnerships expected to implement their other elements of child care quality actu-
child care programs. The vast majority of ally occurs.
the programs had been in place for less B Child-staff ratio is an important element
than 12 months by June 30, 2002. This of child care quality, particularly for
first year was a time to develop programs infants and toddlers. While child-staff
and procedures, a major undertaking con- ratio is very expensive to address, County
sidering that the Partnerships designed Partnerships should address it to the
and implemented brand-new initiatives. extent possible among child care
In fiscal year 2002-03, programs will have providers with ratios that substantially
been in place for a full year, so further exceed recommended levels.
accomplishments will be possible. B |n the Program Effectiveness Reports

(PERs), an overall trend emerged suggest-
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ing that plans for quality enhancement ini-
tiatives were more specifically formulated
when County Partnerships hired or con-
tracted with child care experts rather than
relying on the Executive Director to imple-
ment the initiative. Whenever the
Executive Directors does not have an
extensive background in child care,
County Partnerships may want to hire an
outside expert to implement their quality
enhancement initiatives. This might not
be feasible due to a lack of funds or a lack
of such a resource in the county; in those
instances, intensive training and guidance
could be provided to the Executive
Directors by the Office of First Steps.

The monitoring of the progress of child
care providers involved in counties’ quality
enhancement initiatives was highly vari-
able across the counties. Some counties
used environmental rating scales, while
others measured improvement in terms of
an increase in the number of child care
providers who became licensed, ABC
Enhanced, or accredited by the National
Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC), while still others appear
to have had no way of tracking improve-
ment. Gains should be measured and
documented to show that First Steps ini-
tiatives are having an effect. The Office of
First Steps should provide clear guidelines
to County Partnerships on how to meas-
ure the progress of quality enhancement
initiatives.

According to best practice information on
caregiver training and education, County
Partnerships should encourage child care
providers to seek formal education and
degrees in addition to participating in spe-
cific workshops. This recommendation
applies to Partnerships that offered train-
ing as one component of their quality
enhancement initiatives, as well as
Partnerships that made training available

Program Implementation: Child Care

to every child care provider in their coun-
ties.

County Partnerships should track their
training initiatives' attendance information
carefully. They should track the number
in attendance at each session, as well as
the total number of caregivers served in
the county (that is, they need to keep
track of the number of caregivers who
attended more than one session).
Partnerships should also keep track of the
average number of hours of training com-
pleted by caregivers.

Further information is needed regarding
whether or not child care scholarships
were provided to the families most in
need of them. This will determine
whether further outreach is necessary to
inform the families most in need of schol-
arships of their availability. Further, the
correspondence between the number of
child care scholarships awarded and the
number intended should continue to be
tracked to assure that the discrepancies
that have occurred to date reflect program
start-up and not an underlying issue that
needs to be addressed.

Client satisfaction surveys should be
administered in every county to the par-
ents of children cared for by the child care
providers involved in County Partnerships’
child care initiatives. The survey should
include a question about the parent’s
overall level of satisfaction, as well as
questions about specific aspects of the
child care environment and staff-child
interactions.

County Partnerships implementing similar
child care strategies should be provided
with opportunities to share their experi-
ences. Such opportunities would help
Partnerships learn about initiatives that
they might want to try, as well as deal with
problems that were common across the
counties.
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B A noteworthy new effort to implement
four-year-old kindergarten (4K) programs
in private child care centers was recently
undertaken in South Carolina. When
many County Partnership Boards decided
to fund 4K programs, there was serious
concern in counties’ child care communi-
ties that they would lose a significant pro-
portion of their children to 4K. First Steps
therefore decided to issue a Request For
Proposals for several private child care
providers to implement 4K. Both DHHS
and First Steps have allocated funding for
the initiative, and the Department of
Education has leant its support (State
Official interview, 2002). The effects of
the initiative on the child care market
should be monitored. In addition, it will
be important to document what was
required to assist child care providers in
meeting the program requirements for 4K.
Finally, how children in child care 4K pro-
grams fare in comparison to children in
other 4K programs should be monitored
over time.

Innovations to Watch

We have already noted the work in several counties
to delineate a sequence of steps in the provision of
on-site technical assistance to improve child care
quality (quality enhancement initiatives in Greenville
and Aiken counties). From among a number of other
innovative approaches within counties, this chapter
will conclude with descriptions of two County
Partnerships’ child care initiatives that seem partic-
ularly noteworthy—one in Lancaster County and one
in Pickens County.

The child care strategy in Lancaster County
included the development of a network of “master
teachers” who mentored and trained child care
providers. Ten master teachers with backgrounds in
early childhood education (college degrees and
experience) were recruited and received 50 hours of
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training in the fall of 2001. The master teachers
then divided into five teams of two and worked with
a total of 20 center-based child care providers serv-
ing children from ages three to five. The master
teachers provided training sessions for child care
staff and weekly on-site visits. During the weekly
visits, the master teachers addressed child care
teachers' interactions with children and the quality
of early learning experiences. In addition, participat-
ing child care providers were given activity kits; the
master teachers provided guidance in the use of the
activities (e.g., blocks/manipulatives, sand/water).
Plans for the next year of the program include devel-
oping a similar program for infant/toddler child care
providers. The program is noteworthy because it
paired training with site visits so that child care
providers could receive direct assistance in imple-
menting new teaching strategies and using new
materials in classrooms. It is also noteworthy
because enough master teachers were hired and
trained to be able to visit child care providers every
week.

Pickens County First Steps contracted with
Clemson University to deveiop a Child Care
Leadership and Training Institute (CCLTI) to improve
access to training programs, improve child care
providers' professional development, and facilitate
providers in achieving higher levels of quality. In the
fall of 2001, a director and an assistant director
were hired, and CCLTI worked with Teacher
Education and Compensation Helps (T.E.A.C.H.) and
Tri-County Technical College to set up Early
Childhood Development (ECD) 101 classes, as well
as a higher-level class for caregivers to obtain con-
tinuing education credits. Two ECD 101 classes
were taught by Tri-County College Instructors. These
classes began in January 2002, and consisted of 16
weekly sessions lasting three hours each. A total of
36 caregivers enrolled; 34 attended all of the class-
es and received three college credits. Eighty per-
cent of the tuition was paid for by T.E.A.C.H. One
higher-level class was taught by CCLTI personnel
from January through the end of March. The class
consisted of four six-hour sessions. Thirty-two care-



Program Implementation: Child Care

givers enrolled, and 23 received the full dosage (the
remaining nine attended three of the sessions). The
program is noteworthy because it greatly improved
caregivers’ access to formal education in Pickens
County and successfully recruited caregivers for two
levels of classes.

These programs illustrate the groundbreaking
efforts that have been undertaken by County
Partnerships to improve the quality of child care and
the education level of caregivers. They are notewor-
thy due to the intensity of the services offered—
weekly technical assistance site visits to foster
change, and improving caregivers’ access to formal
education. Through these and the other County
Partnerships’ initiatives, First Steps has the poten-
tial to bring about improvements in the quality of
South Carolina’s child care.
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Introduction

A child's primary caregivers are the most important
and influential individuals in a child’s life. They are
responsible for providing the material and emotional
support children need to survive and thrive in the
world, and they serve as children’'s first teachers.
When parents do not or cannot provide these crucial
supports, children’s development is jeopardized.
The First Steps legislation recognizes the central
importance of parenting and consequently the need
to fund programs focusing on parenting support.
The first goal of South Carolina’s First Steps to
School Readiness initiative is “to provide parents
with access to the support they might seek and want
to strengthen their families and to promote the opti-
mal development of their preschool children” (SC
First Steps Legislation, Section 59-152-30).
Furthermore, Section 59-152-100(A)(1) of the legis-
lation states that activities and services provided by
a First Steps Partnership “must be made available
to young children and families on a voluntary basis
and must focus on lifelong learning: (a) school readi-
ness, (b) parenting skills; (¢) family literacy; and (d)
adult and continuing education.” All of these activi-
ties are elements of parenting/family strengthening
intervention programs.

In an effort to improve parenting skills and family
resources, 44 County Partnerships funded a total of
97 parenting and family strengthening programs
between 1999 and 2002. The majority of the pro-
grams were based on one of three nationally recog-
nized models: Parents as Teachers (PAT), Parent
Child Home (PCH), and Family Literacy, or some
combination of these three models. In addition, four
programs funded by County Partnerships focused on
providing families with children’s books or encourag-
ing parent-child reading experiences, and five pro-
grams focused at least in part on providing parents
with English as a Second Language (ESL) training. It
should be noted that although two-thirds of the
funded programs were extensions of existing parent-
ing programs, due to the time it took to gain grant
approval and funding, and then the additional time
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to hire and train new staff and recruit new clients,
the majority of these programs were actually seeing
clients for less than a year as of June 30, 2002. In
fact, many First Steps-funded parenting programs
operated for less than six months during fiscal year
2001-02 confirming that the parenting/family
strengthening strategies were in the early phases of
implementation during the first three years of First
Steps.

This section of the report describes the impor-
tance of parenting and family strengths in support-
ing children’s early cognitive and social develop-
ment. It also outlines best practices in intervention
programs designed to help strengthen parents and
families. We review the types of parenting/family
strengthening programs funded by County
Partnerships, and evaluate the quality of the imple-
mentation of those programs in light of research on
best practices. The chapter concludes with lessons
learned and recommendations for the future.

Overview of Key Findings and
Conclusions

To anticipate the information presented in this chap-
ter, we review here a few key findings from the analy-
sis of parenting/family strengthening programs, and
some related recommendations for “further steps”:
W Through First Steps funding, parenting
programs were able to serve additional
families who would otherwise not have
been served. Additional staff were trained
in program models (when models were
being used). Staff had varying levels of
education and prior experience coming
into the parenting/family strengthening
programs.
W First Steps’ Parents as Teachers and
Family Literacy programs were implement-
ed with a high degree of variability with
regard to target populations, duration of
program, and intensity of program. Many
programs deviated from the program mod-
els. Parent Child Home programs were

44



likely to stick more closely to the program
model with regard to intensity of home vis-
its, but often augmented the model by
adding additional elements.
The school districts were often the ven-
dors for home visiting programs (i.e.,
Parents as Teachers and Parent Child
Home) and components of Family Literacy
programs (e.g., GED classes). Schools
offered numerous in-kind supports to
these programs in terms of space, person-
nel, and resources. Schools were there-
fore extremely important to the success of
the implementation of many First Steps’
parenting/family strengthening strategies.
Finding qualified bilingual staff to meet
the needs of the Hispanic community was
challenging in some high-needs areas of
South Carolina. This is a particular chal-
lenge in need of some innovative solu-
tions.
Lack of adequate transportation was also
a problem that hindered full participation
in all aspects of parenting/family
strengthening programs.
Efforts are needed to strengthen the cur-
rent parenting/family strengthening pro-
grams so that effects on family function-
ing and child outcomes are optimized.
Reviews of the evidence caution that
these programs tend to have modest
effects at best, and indicate especially
limited effects of such programs unless
parents are highly engaged. Results also
underscore the importance of adherence
to program models.
In order to strengthen the current parent-
ing/family strengthening programs so that
effects on family and child outcomes are
optimized, it would be important to focus
on the following implementation and qual-
ity issues:
o Improving recruitment efforts;
o Matching the program model to the pop-
ulation served;
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o Monitoring dosage, intensity, and dura-
tion of services;
o Engaging qualified staff;
o Monitoring fidelity to the model, if a
model is used; and
o Using appropriate outcome measures,
when the time is right.
A further possibility for strengthening the
potential outcomes of parenting and fami-
ly strengthening programs for children is
combining elements of these programs
with high quality early childhood care and
education. Research on best practices
finds that effects on children’s cognitive
and social development are most likely to
be achieved when direct, high-quality serv-
ices to children are combined with parent
education and involvement. Currently,
parenting/family strengthening programs
and child care services collaborate mainly
at the level of providing referrals to each
others’ services. Child care offered within
Family Literacy models often was avail-
able only when parents were engaged in
educational classes or group meetings,
and its quality could not be determined. A
recommendation would be to strengthen
the linkages between services to provide
children with consistent high quality child
care and to provide parents with parent
education, vocational training, or other
support services. Parental involvement in
children’s high quality child care settings
is most beneficial.
Many parent educators were responsible
for creating their own referral resources.
A final recommendation is that each coun-
ty develop a comprehensive directory of
services that can be used by parent edu-
cators to help families connect with need-
ed services. Creating such a comprehen-
sive directory will be more efficient than
having each parent educator “reinvent the
wheel” and may also encourage communi-
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cation and collaboration across agencies
within a community.

Background on the
Importance of Parenting
to Children’s School
Readiness

According to a recent comprehensive review of the
developmental literature, a positive, consistent rela-
tionship between children and primary caregivers
(usually the parents) is the foundation for children’s
cognitive and social development (National
Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2000).
Specifically, healthy and supportive parent-child
relationships encourage children to explore and
learn from the environment, transmit cultural values
and social norms, foster the development of secure
attachment relationships with other individuals, and
permit the development of cooperation and inde-
pendence. Indeed, parents are found to be a more
important influence on children than either child
care or schools (e.g., NICHD Early Child Care
Research Network, 1997). Collectively, this research
supports the concept that “parents are a child’s first
teacher” (National Education Goals Panel, 1997)
and suggests that supporting parents in their role as
caregiver is critical to children and to school readi-
ness.

Good parenting is defined as “parents’ skillful
adjustment to the needs and characteristics of their
children as individuals as well as the impact of the
family environment and its circumstances” (National
Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2000, p.
227). When good parenting happens, children
thrive. Conversely, when parents lack good parent-
ing skills, child outcomes related to school readi-
ness are placed in jeopardy. For example, research
indicates that if parents respond inappropriately or
inconsistently to their child’s needs, there is a higher
likelihood that children will have poor social and
emotional outcomes (such as increased aggression,
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hyperactivity and distractibility, and less secure
attachments) in kindergarten and later schooling
(Huffman, Mehlinger, Kerivan, Cavanaugh, Lippitt, &
Moyo, 2000; Patterson, 1986; Patterson, DeGarmo,
& Knutson, 2000).

Sometimes, in spite of being well-attuned to a
child’'s needs, a parent is unable to provide for those
needs due to economic, personal, or environmental
circumstances. Children in low-income families,
children whose caregivers are unemployed or who
have inadequate education or language skills, and
children who have caregivers with substance abuse
problems, serious marital problems, or mental ill-
ness, are especially at a disadvantage for achieving
school success and other life successes (Huffman et
al., 2000). A typical strategy to support these chil-
dren and families is to provide parents with educa-
tional opportunities, job training, other life skills
training, and/or other social services. The underly-
ing theory is that helping parents achieve their own
educational, job-related, or life goals will not only
benefit the parents, but also will help pull children
out of poverty, improve parent-child interactions,
and set an example of achievement in the family.

The conceptual model adopted by South
Carolina’s First Steps to School Readiness initiative
is based on this collective body of theory and
research. Accordingly, the parent-child relationship
is depicted as one of the closest links to a child’'s
school readiness capabilities, and “parenting sup-
port” is what can make a difference in the quality
and consistency of that parent-child relationship.
According to Brown and Swick (2002), what consti-
tutes parenting support is wide-ranging. The type
and intensity of parenting support is dependent
upon the needs of the family. For those families
with adequate resources and relatively little stress,
parenting support can be as minimal as providing
written information on child development topics peri-
odically. For families with few economic or social
resources and many stressors, frequent and com-
prehensive support is often required. For instance,
a program of support for a high-needs family might
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include providing information on child development
as well as modeling good parent-child interactions
on a regular basis; providing parents with literacy or
English as a Second Language training, adult educa-
tion or job training classes; providing respite care
and/or transportation as needed; supplying families
with toys and books for children as well as basic
baby needs like formula and clothing; and assessing
family needs and providing referrals to other needed
services, such as medical, housing, job, or financial
assistance; foster care; or domestic violence assis-
tance (Brown & Swick, 2002).

What Does Research Say
About Effective Practices
in Parent Education and
Family Strengthening
Programs?

Home Visiting

Home visiting is not an intervention in itself, but
rather a mode of delivery for parent education/fami-
ly strengthening interventions. “Home visitors”
make regular visits to the homes of families to
impart information, instruction, and services to fami-
lies. Most home visiting programs focus on helping
families with young children, sometimes providing
prenatal visits, in an effort to prevent child maltreat-
ment and promote child and family well-being. A
recent review of rigorous evaluations of a variety of
home visiting models (a review sponsored by the
David and Lucile Packard Foundation and reported
in the spring/summer 1999 volume of The Future of
Children) concluded that positive improvements in
parenting and child outcomes were “exceptions
rather than the rule” and recommended that home
visiting programs focus on efforts to enhance imple-
mentation and the quality of their services (The
Future of Children, 1999, p. 15). For only one home
visiting model was there rigorous experimental evi-

dence of positive, long-term outcomes for both par-
ents and children (Olds et al., 1999). This program
was specific to first-time teen mothers, and many of
the long-term effects were attributed to helping
these young mothers space and limit subsequent
child bearing through the provision of family plan-
ning information and services during nurse home
visits.

The report identified several challenges facing home
visiting programs with regard to implementation:

B Families are difficult to engage, both at
the recruitment stage, and then once they
are in the program. For example, many
families decline to participate in voluntary
home visiting programs, and attrition is
high among those who do enroll. Also,
families who are enrolled in a home visit-
ing program receive, on average, about
half of the intended number of home vis-
its, regardless of the frequency of those
scheduled visits. The rate of “no shows”
for home visits indicates problems with
family engagement (or a lack of adapta-
tion of the program to accommodate the
parent’s need to work).

B The programs’ curriculum is not always
delivered with fidelity to the models. For
example, home visitors may not stay the
intended length of time during a home
visit, suggesting that the content of visits
may differ from one home visitor to anoth-
er in a single program. When a model is
not delivered as intended, it is not reason-
able to expect the same outcomes for par-
ents or children as are achieved by the
model when it is delivered with fidelity.

B The characteristics and qualifications of
the staff are critical to the success of the
program, both with regard to family
engagement and fidelity to the model. At
a minimum, home visitors must have good
interpersonal skills to engage families and
good training in the model to deliver the
model as intended. The Future of
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Children report suggested that it would be
necessary to have highly trained staff to
work with families with multiple risk fac-
tors, and close supervision should be pro-
vided to all staff, regardless of skill level,
to deal with stress and guard against drift
from program protocol (The Future of
Children, 1999, p. 18).1 Attrition of staff
is also a major concern, given the impor-
tance of the relationship between the
home visitor and the family to the success
of the intervention. Adequate caseloads
and salaries may be factors in staff attri-
tion.

The report concluded that only modest improve-
ments could be expected from home visiting pro-
grams (even if they were delivered with fidelity to the
model), and that they should not be relied upon as
the sole service strategy for families with young chil-
dren (The Future of Children, 1999, p. 15).

Historically, two home visiting models have been
widely used in South Carolina: Parents as Teachers
(PAT) and Parent Child Home (PCH). Many County
Partnerships chose to extend existing PAT and PCH
programs to serve more families, or established new
PAT and PCH programs. The extent to which child
outcomes are expected to be affected by these pro-
grams is dependent upon whether the models have
been shown to be effective in previous, rigorous
evaluation research; and whether the programs
were implemented as intended, with fidelity to the
quality elements which comprise the models. A
brief background on these two models and their
quality elements follows, along with relevant infor-
mation on previous evaluations of these models.
Whether the models were implemented in South
Carolina as intended will be reviewed in the following
section of this chapter.

Parents as Teachers

Parents as Teachers (PAT) originated in Missouri in
1981 and was designed to provide parents of all
children from birth through age five with both parent
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education and family strengthening support. This
model was based on work conducted by Burton
White and colleagues, who found an association
between children’s curiosity and readiness to learn
and parents’ level of knowledge about children’s
development and parenting skill (Brown & Swick,
2002). There are four components to this model:

B Regularly scheduled home visits by a cre-
dentialed, paraprofessional parent educa-
tor. The regularity of home visits varies
from monthly or bi-weekly to weekly,
depending on need and funding levels. All
home visits are designed to last about
one hour each. During these home visits,
information about child development and
parenting processes is shared. Many pro-
grams use the Born to Learn curriculum,
which is appropriate for children ages zero
to three. There are also specialized curric-
ula (and certification) for three- to five-
year-olds, teen parents, and families with
special needs.

B Group meetings. The group meetings are
intended to create support networks for
parents and to share additional parenting
information. The regularity of these meet-
ings, as well as their length, is variable.
However, typically, they occur twice a
month for an hour each.

B Monitoring of the child's development.
Monitoring is supposed to be conducted
by both parents and parent educators.
Many PAT programs use an instrument
called the Ages and Stages
Questionnaire, which is administered to
the parent by the parent educator and
asks about developmental milestones the
child has reached.

B Linkage to other resources and services.
The parent educator should ascertain

1Another, comprehensive report suggests that using pro-
fessiona